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Abstract Trusted	to	teach:	An	ethnographic	account	of	‘artisanal	teachers’	in	a	progressive	high	school	Mollie	Anne	Gambone	Kristy	Kelly,	Ph.D.				
 In a progressive learning environment, teachers know each student well and have the 
professional latitude to design curricula that encourage students to grow as individual learners 
and as members of a community. In the current educational climate of common curricula, 
standardized testing, and school ranking, most schools cannot afford to provide teachers that 
latitude. This ethnographic study draws from literature on progressive pedagogy, comprehensive 
school reform, and workplace learning to understand how one small, independent, progressive, 
urban high school is structured to encourage teachers and administrators to collaborate with one 
another, foster personal relationships with students, and strive for equity in education by 
cultivating a student body that reflects the diversity of the city in which it is located. To conduct 
this yearlong study at the Castanea School, I employed ethnography as a methodological 
framework to explore: 1) how the teachers and administrators understand and practice 
progressive schooling; 2) how the school’s structural supports guide teachers and administrators 
to enact their progressive pedagogy; and 3) how educators negotiate collaborative partnerships to 
sustain their commitment to the 10 Common Principles of the Coalition of Essential Schools, a 
national comprehensive school reform movement that Castanea joined in 1988. The findings of 
the study uncover the complex nature of collaborative partnerships between teachers and 
administrators as they design academically rigorous curricula that: 1) align with progressive 
pedagogy; 2) meet the students’ diverse needs; and 3) prepare students to understand and 
advocate for their own learning needs. These findings highlight that teachers at Castanea feel 
	 		 xi	
trusted to teach. Furthermore, they identify as “artisanal teachers,” which they define as someone 
who: 1) has ownership of their teaching, curriculum, thinking; 2) mobilizes progressive 
pedagogy for authenticity in teaching and learning; 3) meets students’ needs; 4) cultivates trust 
and positive intent; and 5) infuses learning with critical and analytical thinking.		
	
	 		 1	
Chapter 1: Background 
Introduction 
 It is 8:15 AM on September 1, 2015. The warm summer air holds no sign of any cool 
breeze that may indicate the coming of fall and the beginning of a new school year. Despite that, 
all of the teachers and administrators at the Castanea1 School are gathered for the second of two 
faculty in-service days before the students return for the year. They meet in in the school’s multi-
purpose auditorium. The large, open room with a stage at one end has a wall of mirrors on one 
side and a wall of windows overlooking the school’s garden, chicken coop, and permaculture 
center on the other side. During the school year, this room is the site of all large gatherings – 
from weekly community meetings, to open house events, to the winter and spring arts festivals. 
Most often, though, the room serves as a classroom and studio space for Chloe, the performing 
arts teacher. People enter the room – individually and in groups, loaded down with computers, 
papers, cups of coffee, and bags of knitting supplies. Because the campus is dog friendly, a few 
people have even brought their dogs along. Many of them help themselves to a piece of cake left 
over from last night’s welcome back barbecue.  
 The 28 people in attendance are chatting with one another about summer memories and 
plans for the school year. The room is abuzz with the energy of friends who have not seen each 
other in a long time. They take seats in folding chairs around long tables organized in a square. A 
projector sits in the middle of the long table at the front of the room. It is pointed at a pull down 
screen that hangs from the ceiling in the middle of the stage. By 8:30 everyone is seated and 
organized. Neal, the Head of School begins the meeting by opening the floor to some 
housekeeping announcements.  
There are multiple requests for volunteers including some to serve ice cream for the annual ice 																																																								1 The name of the school is a pseudonym, as are all names of individuals associated with the school. Pseudonyms 
are also used for authors of work cited within that would make the school identifiable. 	
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cream social to welcome new families, some to provide AV support for school meetings, and 
some to help care for the school chickens. Leana, the head of the school’s new sewing lab, makes 
a request for fabric donations. After some reminders about security clearances, the health 
insurance policy, and parking permits they transition to their first agenda item for the day: 
graduation by exhibition.   
 Mary, the 11th and 12th grade English teacher, has been at the school since 2001. In 
addition to her role as English teacher, she also coordinates the school’s graduation by exhibition 
portfolio system, which they commonly refer to as ‘senior work.’ In order to graduate from 
Castanea, students must complete their requisite coursework as well as fifteen graduation 
exhibitions. Students compose two formal writing pieces – a literary analysis and persuasive 
essay. To show mastery in math, they take three tests: calculation and number sense, algebra, and 
geometry. To demonstrate their research skills, seniors complete an oral history examination, a 
research project, and a science experiment. They exhibit self-reflection through a personal 
learning reflection, a creative expression piece, and a public presentation. Seniors take a civics 
exam and complete a leadership project or internship to showcase their citizenship skills. They 
are required to show their ability to use technology through any exhibition piece or as a stand-
alone project. Finally, seniors create a personal transition plan that outlines their post-secondary 
goals. Through this practice of graduation by exhibition, students demonstrate their mastery over 
the skills they have learned throughout high school, while at the same time “they are learning 
important skills such as self-advocacy, time management, long term planning, self-reflection, 
and accepting and responding to feedback” (School Website, ND). 
 For today’s discussion, Mary is showing teachers the new digital process for tracking and 
coordinating information on each student’s progress. While senior work is a largely self-directed 
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learning endeavor, the high school students often need mentoring help to organize and manage 
their work, which they begin in their junior year2. 
Mary: we have improved and increased the level of rigor in our exhibitions over 
the years, that’s great, but our students who struggle are struggling more than 
ever, so Janis, (the Director of Learning Support) and I have come up with a 
system of tracking accommodations so you know who needs to be monitored 
more so than others. You may be surprised as to who is on the list - especially if 
you’re mentoring creativity projects, and don’t have more regular contact with the 
students regarding more standard academic issues. Most of the accommodations 
are for extra time, monitoring, and feedback for tests and writing. So if teachers 
aren’t aware of a kid’s academic needs, this document is particularly important to 
know who needs what and accommodate for that.  
 
Libby: I think we’re beginning to over accommodate. We need to pay attention to 
who is getting what, and who is not getting what, especially as the projects grow 
in rigor.  
 
Janis: In making accommodations, we have been trying to push students to do 
what they have the ability to do, and only use accommodations to compensate for 
areas they underperform in. As we do this, we have to take a look at who can do 
what - for example, is their writing actually hindering their ability to complete the 
project, or is it an issue of not wanting to work, or frustration at working at a slow 
pace? 
 
Bec: Since the exhibitions are becoming more rigorous - we’re doing ok, but 
we’re teetering on a cliff - is this because it’s too anxiety producing? The program 
is working well, the teachers are on top of it, the mentoring is much more 
organized, but if we have some sort of personnel issue, it feels like things could 
slip easily and we wouldn’t have the required teacher support that is necessary to 
make exhibitions run smoothly with enough support per kid.  
 
Blake: We need to be mindful of the demoralizing potential for students not 
passing, or not completing their exhibition work - do we need to differentiate our 
exhibitions in more ways? We’re currently differentiating in terms of 
accommodations, but this is starting to seem like more of a one size fits all set of 
accommodations. Due to the high number of kids who are doing poorly, it doesn’t 
feel like it’s making enough of an impact - maybe a more serious look at 
differentiation of the exhibitions is necessary to ensure that all students can do 
their best. 
 
 																																																								
2 The discussion is taken from detailed field notes written during the meeting. I did not have permission to audio 
record any teacher meetings, so quotations are approximate.   
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Lauren: Does differentiation compromise the goal of having all students meet the 
exhibition standards? 
 
Mary: The staff is working really hard to help students pass these exhibitions - 
every year we’re working harder and harder, but the bottom percentage of 
students is still struggling. I feel a personal stake in this, I have tried a lot of 
personal strategies to help accommodate and create resources, but the bottom 
third of students really aren’t making any more progress - this makes me think 
that the system of exhibitions may need to change to allow for all students to 
succeed at their own pace or level.  
 
Janis: I’m very attached to the exhibitions, and I love that they’re becoming more 
rigorous, but they take up a lot of resources. The senior class has gotten bigger, 
but our staff hasn’t.   
 
Aim of the Study  
 The teachers’ discussion in this opening vignette is common at Castanea. It is indicative 
of how voices are heard and decisions are made. It also highlights the tensions that arise 
naturally through the process of collaboration. During this meeting the teachers did not reach an 
easy, clear, decisive answer. Nor did they arrive at a common approach to solve the problem of 
accommodations on senior work projects. What the teachers did was to explore the problem from 
all angles while the administrators listened to the teachers’ perspectives borne out of experience. 
Their discussion shows how the Castanea teachers constantly balance their individual 
professional prerogative of a situation with the needs and diverse perspectives of other teachers 
as well as students.    
 This is the Castanea way of doing things. The work that they do is not easy. It requires 
negotiating very personal relationships with students and co-workers. It requires time, effort, and 
effective leadership. And above all, it requires a willingness to trust that everyone involved is 
working diligently to achieve the best possible outcome. This, according to Sizer, (1989) is the 
work of a ‘good’ school. A ‘good’ school is one with a core of teachers and administrators who 
“feel collective responsibility for (the school), take its standards and its style seriously, and 
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protect its reputation (because they) feel a sense of authority and control over (their) own 
school… The school’s reputation rests squarely on their judgment and strength” (Sizer, 1989, p. 
1). The ethnographic research outlined in this dissertation study is an analysis of the work that 
goes into structuring, fostering, and maintaining this kind of ‘good’ school. It is an attempt to 
understand how the school community goes about producing, reproducing, changing, 
negotiating, interpreting, and sustaining this work. 
 The purpose of this ethnographic research was to understand what progressive education 
means to the teachers and administrators at the Castanea School in order to understand how they 
have sustained their commitment to the Coalition of Essential Schools (CES) comprehensive 
school reform initiative, specifically the 10 CES Common Principles3, for nearly 30 years. These 
principles shape the school’s progressive pedagogy, which can be defined as their way of 
“prepar(ing) students for active participation in a democratic society, in the context of a child-
centered environment, and with an enduring commitment to social justice” (Little & Ellison, 
2015, p. 52). Research shows that comprehensive school reform is extremely difficult to 
implement and maintain, but the most successful attempts are those that coordinate the school’s 
social and historical context with the reform goals (Datnow, 2012; Payne & Kaba, 2007; 
Sannino, 2008). By studying the practices, beliefs, and structures at the school that lead to a 
sustained commitment to progressive pedagogy, I show, through this dissertation, how teachers 
learn and work alongside one another in a collaborative community. 
 In an era of education that is plagued by teacher shortages, an emphasis on standardized 
curriculum, and a definition of educational success for teachers, students, and schools that is 
linked directly to the scores on narrow achievement tests, the Castanea School stands out as an 																																																								3	For a full list of these principles, see appendix A	
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alternative story of success. This study explores the work of teachers as situated within a unique 
history and context in order to provide vital feedback to educators, administrators, and policy 
makers – both within the progressive tradition and beyond as to why the work of teachers matter, 
and how to go about designing, structuring, and facilitating good schools.   
 In order to situate this study this chapter begins with a brief history of the guiding 
pedagogy and philosophy that has shaped the Castanea School since it opened in 1970. Included 
in this is a snapshot of who its students and teachers are currently. From there, I explain a 
theoretical framework for understanding the collaborative work of teachers that I have used to 
frame my study. The research questions and study design grow out of the theoretical framework. 
I then explain how I came to this study, and the limitations and ethical considerations that I faced 
in conducting it. The second chapter of this dissertation provides an overview of relevant 
empirical and theoretical research to better situate the study. Chapter three gives a detailed 
account of the methodological and analytical components of the study design. In chapter four, I 
analyze the structure of the school. In chapter five I explore the importance of equity and 
diversity as a tool for teaching all members of the school community how to balance their own 
individual needs with the needs of the school community. Chapter six extends a theoretical 
discussion of learning as it occurs through negotiating conflict. In the final chapter, I offer a 
discussion of the implications of my findings.   
The Castanea School  
Castanea’s Guiding Pedagogy 
 The 10 Common Principles of the Coalition of Essential Schools (CES) are the 
fundamental building blocks of Castanea’s guiding philosophy. In 1987, Theodore Sizer, an 
education professor at Brown University, brought together teachers, administrators, and students 
from eight of the initial member CES member schools to discuss how to expand their plans for 
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school reform. This national progressive education coalition reform was centered on the basic 
tenets of progressive education, which include student choice, thematic curricula, cooperative 
learning, and problem-based learning (McQuillan & Muncey, 1994; Muncey & McQuillan, 
1996). Through this grassroots model of comprehensive school reform, states, districts, schools, 
and educators had the freedom to understand, interpret, and implement the Common Principles 
in ways that were meaningful to them. This autonomous implementation varied across the 
contexts of the different schools that embarked upon it, but each school committed to adhering to 
the following nine principles: 1) Learning to use one’s mind well; 2) Less is more: depth over 
coverage; 3) Goals apply to all students; 4) Personalization; 5) Student-as-worker, teacher-as-
coach; 6) Demonstration of mastery; 7) A tone of decency and trust; 8) Commitment to the entire 
school; and 9) Resources dedicated to teaching and learning (Muncey & McQuillan, 1996). 
These tenets are explained in more detail in the Ten Common Principles of the Coalition of 
Essential Schools (see Appendix A).  
 Basing their philosophy on this platform of student-centered learning, the CES reform 
movement partnered with the Education Commission of the States, (ECS) a non-profit, 
nationwide, interstate collaboration aimed at reforming and improving education. In 1988, the 
year Castanea joined CES, this joint enterprise became known as Re:Learning: From the 
Schoolhouse to the Statehouse. It grew to include 935 schools nationwide by the time the 
initiative came to a close in 1995. At its zenith, the movement was so strong that twelve states 
adopted the Re:Learning designation and worked to include the CES principles to some extent in 
their state education standards, teacher education programs, and school funding and management 
policies (ECS, 1997).   
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 The CES Re:Learning reform movement "emphatically rejects top-down and 
standardized solutions to school change... each member school is to interpret the principles 
within its own cultural and institutional context” (McQuillian & Muncey, 1994, p. 266).  
Through this model of comprehensive school reform, states, districts, schools, and educators had 
the freedom to understand, interpret, and implement the Common Principles as they applied to 
their local context. The implementation of this autonomy varied across the contexts of the 935 
different schools that embarked upon it. Because the reform movement worked toward 
“empowering teachers and administrators to reinvent their schools in ways that worked for their 
students and community, Re:Learning had a strong grassroots, bottom-up component that 
seemed more likely to succeed than the old top-down approaches” (ECS, 1997, p. 14-15). 
Understanding and enacting progressive schooling and reform both at a systemic level and at the 
individual level proved to be one of the most difficult facets of the reform movement for those 
involved to grapple with. That difficulty, along with budget cuts, personnel changes, and 
inconsistent state, local, and district support ultimately led to the reform measures ebbing away 
in many of the originally participating 935 schools once the official support from Re:Learning 
ended after the five year commitment period (ECS, 1997). 
 At the beginning of the 2015-2016 school year, the membership page on the CES website 
listed 99 affiliate schools in the United States, and four international affiliate schools. On 
December 15, 2015, George Wood, the Chair of the CES Executive Board made the following 
announcement in the monthly CES newsletter:  
Next December's meeting will be the final national gathering of CES. With the 
many networks, leaders, and schools that the ideas of CES have spawned, it is time 
for CES as a national organization to leave the stage gracefully. This does not 
mean that the ideas have lost their power; indeed, it is our goal this year to 
demonstrate how powerful they actually are. Rather, we believe that the future 
energy, resources, and time of so many who have kept CES going will be best 
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shared with the many organizations that CES has helped birth over the past three 
decades. 
 
The organizations Wood mentions in the last sentence are regional centers around the United 
States that provide support and guidance for schools as they put the 10 Common Principles into 
practice. The oldest of these centers trace back to the height of the CES/ Re:Learning reform 
movement. With Wood’s announcement of the dissolution of CES as a national organization, 
Neal Baxter, the Head of School at Castanea, realized that there is not a center to serve the Mid-
Atlantic region, and began making plans to start one.   
Castanea – The Living Reform  
 Housing a CES regional center at Castanea is a logical choice, because through almost 
three decades of societal and educational shifts, Castanea has maintained a commitment to 
upholding the founding traditions of providing an education that is seen by many to be an 
unattainable, utopian goal (Apple & Beane, 2007; Little & Ellison, 2015; Robinson & Aronica, 
2015).  Inside Neal’s office, the first thing visitors can see is a large poster of the ten CES 
principles, and if visitors spend any amount of time talking to Neal, the teachers, or even the 
students, they will hear examples of how these principles are put into daily practice at Castanea. 
Graduation by exhibition, as outlined above exemplifies a student-as-worker/teacher-as-coach 
pedagogy and a mastery of personalized curriculum. To better personalize education for each 
student and encourage them to use their minds well, students spend 25 minutes per day meeting 
with advisory groups to set goals and discuss their progress. Furthermore, their weekly schedule 
allows time and space for teachers to participate in collaborative planning meetings. Finally, the 
school’s daily morning meetings, the quarterly whole school community town halls, and 
diversity-based clubs and activities are examples of their dedication to ensuring equitable access 
to democratic decision-making.  As they explain on their school website, all of these practices 
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culminate in a school tone that, in line with the CES Common Principles, “reflects trust, 
decency, and unanxious expectation” (school website, ND). 
Castanea’s History 
 The Castanea School’s progressive roots reach deeper than their involvement with the 
Coalition of Essential Schools. Douglas Taylor 4founded the school in 1970 to be a progressive 
junior and senior high school option for students who attended a local progressive elementary 
school. Taylor (1994) published a book of essays detailing his experiences and motivation to 
start the school. Jaded by his own encounters with formal education, he asked:  
Why can’t schools allow people to follow their interests, their passions? Why don’t 
they trust that most people want to learn? Why must everyone follow the same 
rigid curriculum? Why can’t schools be more flexible, more positive, more 
experiential? Why can’t young people be taught in a way that involves them in 
a more holistic way with less emphasis on memorizing and passing tests? Why 
must schools be so competitive, so dull, so detached from life? (Taylor, 1994, p. 
83). 
 
With this as their starting point, joining CES in 1988 was a natural progression. Additionally, 
they are a member school of the Progressive Education Network (PEN). In 2013, Tom Little, the 
then head of the Progressive Education Network visited Castanea, as part of a study of 
progressive schools in the U.S. He was impressed with how the school lives out it’s commitment 
to progressive education. Little5 wrote publicly about his visit, saying: 
Rarely will one find a secondary school holding so closely as does (Castanea) to 
its progressive philosophy and values… It takes deft and delicate craftsmanship to 
create and sustain this sort of school at the secondary level; in a progressive 
school, the process requires strength, burning passion, and transparency; the result 
is a work of skill and artistry. This school is a model we see rarely in this era of 
grade lust and over achievement. 
 
																																																								4	To keep the identity of the school anonymous, it was necessary to use a pseudonym for the founder.	5	I have not provided a citation here because doing so would compromise the anonymity of the school.  
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Because progressive education has been such an integral part of their school make-up for 45 
years, the Castanea School provides a rich opportunity for studying the role of teachers in 
designing, negotiating, and sustainable progressive pedagogy. 
Castanea’s Population  
 The Castanea School identifies as a small, private, progressive school for grades 7-12 
located in a large, urban, east coast, metropolitan area. Twenty-one teachers work at Castanea. 
Fifteen of them are full time teachers, while six are employed part-time. Additionally, the school 
has five administrators and 12 support staff (including interns from counseling and social work 
Master’s programs at local universities). Contractually, full-time teachers are responsible for 
teaching five content classes per semester, and one skills class per year. They meet with their 
advisory group of 6-10 students twice per day and maintain communication between the student, 
their teachers, and their caregivers at home. Teachers also supervise a range community service, 
service learning, and interest based activities throughout the year. The school and its curricula 
hold accreditation from both [THE STATE] Association of Independent Schools and the Middle 
States Association of Colleges and Schools 
 Approximately 100 students in grades 7-12 attend the school. Castanea itself is located 
within the city limits; the students’ home communities span 43 different zip codes from across 
five counties. Forty percent of the student body receives financial aid to attend the school. 
Racially, 60% of the students identify as European American/ Caucasian, 20% identify as 
African American, 16% identify as multiracial, 2% as Asian American, 1% of the students are 
Latino/ Hispanic, and 1% are Native American. Their average graduating class size is 20 
students, and of those graduates 80-90% go on to attend four-year colleges.  
 All of these historical and contextual factors combine to locate Castanea at a unique 
confluence of progressive pedagogy, sustained progressive reform, and intentional diversity 
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within urban education. Inherent in each of these three factors are multiple sites of both overlap 
and conflicting interest. They shape the school and the perspectives of those in it in unique ways. 
In the following section I outline the theoretical framework of expansive learning, (Engeström, 
2015) which is useful for understanding how these factors influence how teachers learn both 
individually and as part collaborative communities within the school structure as they practice 
their progressive pedagogy. This framework brings into focus how the social and historical 
context behind the formal and informal structures at place in the school shape the teachers’ 
learning opportunities.  
The Importance of Collaborative Communities 
 Schools can be categorized as knowledge-intensive organizations (Engeström, 2008a). 
Teachers and administrators have specialized degrees and certifications to do the work that they 
do. Each member of the school community fulfills a specific, specialized role. Because each 
individual performs a specific function within the school, it is easy to conceptualize them as 
‘siloed’ professionals; however, this is not the case. Because it is difficult to be a specialist and a 
generalist at the same time, members of knowledge-intensive organizations are, to some extent, 
interdependent and reliant on the roles of one another. Collaborative community or collaborative 
interdependence is a theoretical conceptualization of the way in which employees work together. 
As Engeström (2008a) explains, collaborative interdependence hinges on effective, organized 
scheduling and processes that provide employees the time and space to coordinate their diverse 
skill sets and highly specialized knowledge bases to solve problems as they occur.  
 In collaborative communities, employees are encouraged to come together in different 
configurations depending on the problem at hand. All employees and managers communicate 
regularly to stay abreast of issues that need to be addressed, and there is considerable latitude in 
how the problems can be solved. Inherent in this model of community and knowledge sharing 
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and creation are four distinct challenges (Engeström, 2008a). First, knowledge groups are not 
fixed. The collaborative groupings are made in an ad hoc manner to address a specific problem, 
which means that individuals will work with a variety of other people across the organization 
depending on the situation. This means that because knowledge-intensive organizations require 
highly skilled employees, each person must recognize how their skills fit in with the diverse 
knowledge and skills of the other individuals around them. Recognizing the highly specialized 
competencies of one's peers leads to a much more decentralized structure of power and authority. 
People are more often accountable to their peers or those below them in the organizational 
hierarchy than they are to their formal superiors. Finally, to effectively coordinate these 
decentralized groupings of peers, collaborative communities must regularly have open, public 
discussions of the organization's values, goals, and motivations so that all members of the 
organization can align their individual and collaborative work to a common aim (Engeström, 
2008a). Therefore, collaborative communities operate best in an organization with effective 
process management. When work processes are managed effectively, they serve two purposes. 
First they help individuals to develop a shared goal across the organization; second they help to 
coordinate and align the work, skills, and competencies of diverse employees (Engeström, 
2008a). In doing so, those who manage the daily processes within an organization provide time 
and space for employees to configure their highly specialized skills in a way that best meets the 
needs of the client or end user of the product or service the collaborative community creates. 
 To study collaborative communities, it is necessary to understand the structure of the 
collaboration, the interactions between individuals, and how these interactions are situated within 
the larger organizational context. An analysis of this sort requires the ability to 'zoom in' and 
'zoom out' of organizational aspects to see how individuals conceptualize their work, how 
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various groupings of employees are mobilized, and how these varied work groupings further the 
aims of the organization. In doing so, Engeström (2008a) suggests observing how individuals in 
unique, needs-based groupings use discourse to construct activities and work processes that 
maintain an ongoing evolution within the organization. According to Engeström (2008a) this can 
best be analyzed through instances of disturbance. He defines disturbances as:  
deviations from the normal scripted course of events in the work process, normal 
being defined by plans, explicit rules and instructions, or tacitly assumed 
traditions. A disturbance may occur between people and their instruments or 
between two or more people. Disturbances appear in the form of an obstacle, 
difficulty, failure, disagreement, or conflict.... They may be caused by technical or 
environmental incidents, by unexpected interventions... or by the requirements of 
a secondary task (p. 24). 
  
In the example illustrated in the opening vignette of this chapter, Mary, the senior English 
teacher anticipated the disturbances that the staff would be facing that year when dealing with 
senior work. From her own highly specialized position, she was able to develop the tracking 
document to help alleviate some common disturbances, but there was no way for her to know 
that by introducing the topic so many other disturbances would come to light. The in-service 
meeting was managed in such a way that allowed for all teachers, regardless of their level of 
involvement with senior students, to voice their perspectives on how best to address the 
philosophical and pedagogical implications of senior work and how the practice directly relates 
to the mission and vision of the school. According to Engeström, (2008a) "identification of 
disturbances and ways of managing or containing them opens up a new layer of work for 
analysis - a layer of constant negotiation and problem solving 'from below'" (p. 26).  By 
understanding the areas of conflict and negotiation ‘from below,’ such as in the conversation 
about senior work, this study aims to better understand the role of teachers in developing, 
delivering, assessing, and negotiating progressive pedagogy. 
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The Balance Work of Negotiating Disturbances 
 Engeström’s (2008a) theoretical understanding of collaborative interdependence is rooted 
in the cultural historical activity theory (CHAT). This is a theory of human learning and 
development that focuses on the interdependence of individuals and the larger society to which 
they belong. Because individuals at work rely on one another in specific context, they develop a 
shared understanding of the work that they do and the impact that their work has on the culture 
of their work environment (Wells & Claxon, 2002, p. 3). This work is made up of two distinct 
units: actions and activities. Sanino and Nocon (2008) explain that an activity is a “long-term 
collective formation oriented toward a key object, such as the students and subject matter they 
are to learn. Individual and collective actions are constituents of activities, which build on what 
the subjects consciously want to achieve in their practices." (p. 327). In the opening vignette, the 
entire graduation by exhibition process can be regarded as an activity. Teachers perform many 
separate actions within the senior work activity: they advise seniors on their projects, they update 
the electronic tracking sheet, and they assess the projects and provide feedback. Each of these 
actions has a clear starting and ending point. A collective activity; however, such as the yearly, 
recurring practice of graduation by exhibition, “reproduces itself without a predetermined 
endpoint by generating seemingly similar actions over and over again” (Engeström, 2011, p. 88). 
All of the actions that make up an activity come together in a system of relationally dependent 
factors that work toward a common objective. In all activities, learning new information is the 
resultant objective. 
 In the example of senior work, the object that the teachers are working toward is to have 
all students successfully pass their exhibitions in a meaningful, educative manner. To arrive at 
that object, teachers and students interact with the school’s rules that govern the practice of 
graduation by exhibition, with other community members who help or hinder their progress, and 
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with artifacts such as the tracking sheet, the exams, and other items necessary for the projects. 
Learning – both by teachers and students – occurs as they negotiate conflicts that arise between 
any of the above factors. The philosophical, pedagogical, programmatic, and staffing concerns 
that the teachers raised during the in-service were more than conflicts. These comments are 
evidence of contradictions, or tensions rooted deep in the core of the school and its practices.  
 At the heart of CHAT is a desire to understand how social activities develop and get put 
into practice. Regardless of the situation, all social relations are guided by activities that shape 
how we interact with one another and the world around us. Activities are historically and 
culturally situated and it is through negotiating conflicts and deeper-seated contradictions with 
others through various activities that humans transform culture and society (Sannino, Daniels, & 
Gutiérrez, 2009). At Castanea, these core contradictions are the key to understanding the work 
that teachers do to maintain a strong commitment to progressive pedagogy. As can be seen in the 
brief history of both CES and the Re:Learning reform movement progressive pedagogy has 
proven difficult to implement and to sustain. The following section outlines the research design 
for this study, which attempts to understand how the members of the Castanea community have 
managed to implement and sustain progressive pedagogy for the last nearly 30 years.    
The Study 
Research Questions 
 Given its unique history, its sustained commitment to CES reform, and its commitment to 
providing a student centered, democratic, socially just, progressive education the Castanea 
school offers a rare glimpse into a sustained program for providing progressive education.  
Findings from studies conducted on comprehensive school reform such as the CES/Re:Learning 
reform movement, as well as an understanding of the philosophy of progressive education, along 
with studies on the role of teachers in providing socially just schooling combine to suggest that 
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studying sustained comprehensive, progressive reform requires an understanding of the school’s 
complex culture and history. This research also suggests the importance of understanding how 
educators work together in collaborative communities as they participate in and learn through 
multiple activity systems. The conflicts and contradictions that arise as teachers learn from and 
with one another as they navigate these activity systems are indicative of the work that goes on 
school wide to sustain their commitment to the CES 10 Common Principles.  
  Progressive education is contextually specific. So while each progressive school upholds 
a similar pedagogy and philosophy, their history, community, and circumstances require unique 
differences in practices (Little & Ellison, 2015; Read, 2013; Sizer, 1984). In their analysis of the 
progressive practices at 45 schools, including Castanea, Little and Ellison (2015) determined that 
“it is not only possible to define what we do (as progressive educators) - it is our moral 
imperative. Only by becoming better and more coherent advocates can we help move our highly 
effective strategies into the mainstream, where they belong” (p. 50). While Read (2013) calls for 
"a more nuanced approach to understanding progressive education that focuses more on how 
educators have enacted progressive philosophies in schools, rather than their fidelity to any 
specific vision" (p. 108). The Castanea School offers a unique space to address both of those 
requests for further study into the lived reality of progressive educators. The individual teachers 
and administrators work daily to negotiate the frictions and adjustments necessary to provide a 
progressive, democratic school environment that is constantly shifting and changing as people, 
ideas, and pedagogical practices come and go. The following research questions helped to guide 
this ethnographic research into the context of learning and sustaining progressive pedagogy at 
the Castanea School.  
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1. How is progressive schooling put into practice at the Castanea School, and what does it 
mean to the teachers and administrators involved in practicing it there?   
2. How do the formal and informal structural supports within the school guide teachers and 
administrators at the Castanea School as they enact their understanding of progressive 
education? 
3. How do teachers (individually and as part collaborative communities) produce, 
reproduce, change, negotiate, interpret, and/ or sustain democratic, progressive 
schooling? 
Study Design  
 This ethnographic research aims to explore the roles of teachers and administrators as 
they work individually and in formal and informal groupings to provide a progressive, 
democratic education to their students. To conduct this research, I utilized the three main 
methods of data collection common to ethnographic research: participant observation, 
interviews, and document review at the Castanea School throughout the 2015-2016 school year. 
These data illuminate how the members (e.g., teachers, administrators, parents, and students) of 
the school understand the mission of progressive education, their role in it, and the mechanisms 
that organize and structure how they go about implementing it in their daily work at and with the 
school. For a more detailed explanation of the study, methodology, and analysis please see 
Chapter Three.  
Personal Entree 
 As a twelve-year veteran teacher and teacher leader, I have worked in four schools with 
four very different contexts, different pedagogical foundations, and different missions and 
visions. I have reflected on how my own professional identity and sense of agency was shaped 
and influenced by the organizational structure of each of those schools. Each of the schools I 
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taught at had a unique history of ‘how we do things’ and in most cases, an administration that 
actively enforced that status quo. However, in one school I worked under an administrator who 
set out to enact her own reform against the status quo. In each of these educational contexts, I 
observed how my colleagues and I worked to support, allow, or refute the various reform efforts.  
 Through my involvement with these four distinct institutions, I have participated in 
school change and reform initiatives that have ranged from whole school collaborative planning, 
to scripted reading programs, to a whole school writing initiative, to the adoption of Common 
Core Curriculum. I was even in a pilot study to provide feedback for a “Value Added Measures” 
teacher assessment that proposed to tie teacher pay directly to student standardized test 
outcomes. As a teacher and a department head, I also spearheaded my own reforms by initiating 
a team teaching initiative to align grade 10 English and History curricula. I have worked with, 
for, and against numerous reform initiatives, so I understand their fragile nature, as well as the 
amount of buy-in and dedication necessary to achieve success. Furthermore, I understand the 
difficulties inherent in tackling reform in a context that is not suited to support it. 
 I entered into this study very mindful of the fact that my experiences were different from 
the ones that I was observing, and while the individual actions and interactions seemed familiar 
to me, I constantly sought clarification to ensure that I understood how the teachers perceived 
their work, not just how I cast meaning on what I observed. As I conducted my research, I was 
constantly mindful that my role had shifted from a teacher myself to an educational researcher. 
  In February 2014, I visited The Castanea School for the first time as a class assignment 
for EDUC 775: Foundations of Educational Theory: Contextualizing Leadership and Policy. 
During that visit, a casual conversation with Sofia, the 9th and 10th grade English teacher led to 
me substituting in her class for two weeks. Since then, I have been intermittently involved at 
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Castanea School as an occasional substitute teacher. I also provided research assistance for Neal, 
the Head of School as he analyzed data for his own dissertation study. At the outset of my study, 
Neal and I agreed that I would not continue substitute teaching for the school in an attempt to 
avoid complicating my role as a researcher. However, throughout the year, two separate 
incidences occurred with two of the English teachers, which required that they each take an 
entire week off of school. Neal asked me to substitute in each of these cases, and I agreed 
because English is my area of certification, and finding a consistent coverage option was very 
difficult for the school. Doing so was a way for me to show my appreciation for the school for 
hosting my study, and moreover, it provided me with a deeper layer of understanding of the work 
that the teachers do. I was compensated the regular substitute rate for these two weeks of work. 
The payment I received was nearly enough to offset the out-of-pocket transportation costs I 
incurred to conduct the study. Finally, because I expressed interest in Neal’s work to make 
Castanea the site of a regional CES center, I have participated in these planning meetings in a pro 
bono consultant role since April 2016.  
 Due to my own background as an educator, I regarded my observation and interpretation 
in this study with great caution. I was constantly aware that my experience, while similar in some 
regard was not their experience. However, because of these similarities, my own understanding 
of the profession of teaching changed through this study.  I was able to view it as a researcher 
instead of as a teacher. To help me negotiate my understanding, I had regular, informal 
conversations with many different teachers at the school to check my interpretations of what I 
was observing (Davies, 2008).  
Significance to the Field 
 This study contributes to the literature on progressive education, school reform, 
workplace learning, Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), diversity in education, and 
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teachers as professionals. The findings are of interest to general education scholars, scholars of 
progressive schools, CHAT scholars, education reform scholars and policy makers, and leaders 
and teachers interested in progressive education.  
 In my stance as an ethnographer, I attempted to use a lens of critical realism to 
understand the social reality of the school by “developing explanations of social forms and 
events, as well as critically examining the conceptualizations used in these explanations (Davies, 
1999, p. 6). In doing so, I had to be self-conscious of my own position of teacher turned 
researcher and how I interpreted what I observed, and work to ensure that what I observed was in 
fact what the study participants experienced. 
 Through this lens of critical realism, I attempted to understand how the adults at the 
school work and learn together. I chose to ground this understanding in CHAT as explained in 
Chapters 2 and 6. This theory emphasizes that the learning that individuals do at work is 
intricately tied to the culture and history of the work context and is embedded in the interactions 
that individuals have with one another. However, because I have chosen to use an ethnographic 
design for this study, I have not followed the methodology of a traditional study of activity 
theory in educational change (see Chapter 2). Traditionally, activity theory studies include a 
change intervention that allows the researcher an opportunity to study specific instances of 
change, negotiation, and the resultant learning. I believe that an ethnographic study design has 
allowed me to apply this theory to the existing work that is being done at the school. My 
observation data of multiple meetings over an extended period of time provided an in depth look 
at the existing activity systems in the school from an angle not explored in the CHAT literature. 
Through a sustained ethnographic observation I was able to understand the activity systems as 
they operate in daily life, which I believe extends the usefulness of CHAT because 
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understanding how expansive learning occurs in context is equally as important as understanding 
how it works in a change lab. Therefore, this study shows that ethnography is a useful, yet 
underutilized research design for understanding expansive learning in context. 
 Furthermore, this study shows that the work of educators at Castanea is rooted in growth 
and change because their progressive pedagogy encourages them to regularly adapt their 
practices to meet the needs of their students. Mapping this out this work in the foundational 
concepts of activity theory contributes to the field of progressive education because it allows me 
to separate out the work of teachers and explore it in light of the specific cultural and historical 
contextual features of the school. In doing so, I highlight the CES common principles in practice 
as they are evident in the multiple ongoing, slow moving transformations that have arisen at the 
school through contradictions between practice, perspective, and pedagogy. This study 
emphasizes the most commonly negotiated contradictions at the school: fostering a trust-based 
system; balancing the individual and the community; providing personalized education to a 
diverse student body; and employing a lens of positive intent when interacting with students. 
Definitions 
 The following terms are each rooted in a specific theoretical perspective. Because they 
are used throughout this study, I have included definitions to help ground the study in its 
respective theoretical traditions. Where possible, I have used direct quotations to define the terms 
in order to avoid confusion or misinterpretation.	
Action - discrete occurrences with a clear beginning and end (Engeström, 2011).   
Activity - the collective cycle of multiple individuals performing actions over a long term and 
toward a common end (Engeström, 2011).   
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Activity theory - "a framework for understanding transformations in collective practices and 
organizations" (Engeström, Y., Engesröm, R., & Sunito, 2002, p. 211). This is in line with the 
Cultural Historical Activity Theory.  
Comprehensive school reform – These are reform measures that aim for change at the school 
level, as opposed to at the teacher or administrative level only. 
Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) - “theory of human development that sees human 
societies and their individual members as mutually constitutive. Cultures play a large role in 
shaping the development of individual minds; and individuals’ thoughts and deeds serve to 
maintain or to alter the cultural milieu. As people work, play, and solve problems together, so 
their spontaneous was of thinking, talking and acting - the idea that come to mind, the words 
they choose and the tools they make use of - embody an accumulated set of cultural values and 
beliefs that have been constructed and refined over previous generations. And, as they ‘get things 
done’ together, so younger or less experienced people pick up these habits and attitudes from 
their more experienced friends, relatives, teachers, and colleagues. It is through taking part in 
such joint activities that individual members of a society are inducted into these ‘ways of 
knowing’ and take over and make their own the values, skills and knowledge that are enacted in 
the process. At the same time, since unprecedented problems continually arise, it is through 
participants’ collaborating to find creative solutions that effective new skills and understandings 
are developed which, in turn, are carried forward to other situations, appropriated by different 
individuals, and thus pass into the culture at large” (Wells & Claxon, 2002, p. 3). 
Expansive learning - "the processes in which an activity system, for example a work 
organization, resolves its pressing internal contradictions by constructing and implementing a 
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qualitatively new way of functioning for itself" (Engeström, 2007, p. 24) Also, "In expansive 
learning, learners learn something that is not yet there" (Engeström, 2011, p. 87). 
Progressive education – Education that “prepares students for active participation in a 
democratic society, in the context of a child-centered environment, and with an enduring 
commitment to social justice” (Little & Ellison, 2015, p. 52). The aim of this study is to 
understand how one school defines this term, which for their context is rooted in the CES 10 
common principles, which can be found in Appendix A.  
Sustainability - The definition for sustainability used here comes from Coburn, Russell, Heath 
Kaufman, and Stein’ (2012) work on sustaining school reform through fostering teacher support 
networks: “the degree to which teachers use reform-related practices in high-quality ways after 
support for these practices has dissipated” (p. 140). As Sannino and Nocon (2008) point out, it is 
also important to consider sustainability as the degree to which local practices are transformed by 
the reform innovations, and how those transformations continue to support pieces of the reform, 
even after the overall reform initiative has been discontinued.  
Limitations 
 The first limitation of this study is its scope and scale. The context of one very small, 
private high school is hardly representative of the face of progressive education in the United 
States, though the school’s history and contextual factors make it a unique example of 
sustainable progressive pedagogy. The study lasted the duration of the 2015 - 2016 school year, 
and to the best of my ability, I sought to fully explore the scope of progressive education at this 
one school. This richness of data has provided an in depth understanding of how the school is 
organized and how teachers work within the school to teach to their progressive pedagogy. 
Therefore, I believe that what the study lacks in generalizability it makes up for in the richness of 
data it contains (Wolcott, 2008).  
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 The second, and perhaps most important limitation is that of researcher reflexivity. 
Ethnography is the “attempt to understand another life world using the self - as much of it as 
possible - as the instrument of knowing … the whole self …enters the space of the world the 
research seeks to understand” (Ortner, 2006, p. 42). In using my self and all of my senses to 
record data and analyze the experiences of the teachers and administrators at Castanea, I was 
careful to observe as wide a variety of lessons, meetings, and advisories as I could. I wrote 
analytic memos (Maxwell, 2013; Van Maanen, 2011; Wolf, 1992) on a daily or sometimes 
weekly basis to note what I was observing and what I thought about it at the time. These memos 
often included a list of follow up questions for the people I was observing. Asking these follow 
up questions allowed me to separate my interpretation from the insider perspective. In addition to 
asking follow-up questions to teachers, students, and administrators, I regularly spoke with key 
informants about my analysis and the direction in which I saw the study progressing. This 
allowed me to balance my commitment to accurately portraying lived reality of those at 
Castanea, as well as producing research relevant to the field of educational (Davies, 2008). 
Through this process, I was forced to confront my own bias and positionality toward the subject 
of progressive education, school reform, democratic leadership, and organizational learning. 
Ethical Considerations 
 Member checking and including key informants in the data analysis allowed me to 
maintain objectivity and reflexivity about my role in the research, data collection and analysis. In 
doing so, I was mindful that including key informants, or gatekeepers in the data analysis could 
prove to be an ethical concern as these participants could either influence my data or analysis or 
use them to influence the school in a way that I had not intended. However, as I talked about my 
study with multiple stakeholders at the school, I felt an underlying trust from the teachers and 
administrators that my work process, regardless of the findings, was beneficial to the school. 
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Because the school is so small, I had regular, repeated interactions with every teacher and 
administrator. Regularly hearing multiple perspectives made member checking an invaluable 
experience in this process. Because I had developed a strong rapport with many of the teachers 
and administrators, I was able to include them in the data analysis process. Multiple people read 
various drafts of chapters four, five, and six of this study. Their questions and comments helped 
me to better understand how teachers view their relationships with students, they clarified how 
some administrators interact and shape the meeting structure they work within, and most 
importantly these questions refined my understanding of progressive education at Castanea. 
Additionally, in February 2017, I presented my findings to the whole Castanea faculty and staff 
during a teacher in-service. While this did not shape the analysis, it was a positive experience 
because it left me feeling confident that I had accurately portrayed the experiences of the 
teachers.  
 A second ethical consideration was including the student perspective in the study. My 
goal in doing so was to understand what progressive education means to them, and how they feel 
Castanea’s progressive philosophy has impacted their learning and education. I extended an 
invitation to all students at the school to participate in the study. Those who were over the age of 
18 (N. 7) signed Drexel IRB approved consent forms, and the one student under 18 who 
participated signed a Drexel IRB approved assent form and her parent signed a consent form.  
 I faced an additional ethical concern regarding students. Because students are the 
professional reason for the school’s existence, and most of the planning and preparation meetings 
deal with student learning, I observed many instances of teachers discussing sensitive 
information about students in the regular course of their meetings. To avoid any breaches in 
confidentiality, I did not have permission to audio record any of these meetings. I typed detailed 
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notes on my computer, and instead of using student names in my notes; I referred to the students 
as S1, S2, S3, etc. The numbers corresponded to the order in which students were talked about, 
and I restarted numbering at the beginning of each meeting. Of the students represented in this 
report, I have demarcated those who participated in the focus group from those who exemplify 
an analytical point. The identities of the former are concealed with pseudonyms. Those in the 
later category are given further anonymity in that I have created composite student profiles for 
this purpose.   
  Finally, the primary investigator for this study has a son who was enrolled as a student at 
Castanea throughout the duration of my research. To avoid any conflict of interest, I did not 
observe his advisory, nor did I attend any Support Team meetings for his advisors. When 
teachers or advisors discussed him or his performance in any other setting, I excused myself 
from the room while he was being discussed. When the PI and I were discussing the school or 
my study, we consciously avoided the topic of her son and his experiences and expectations of 
the school. 
Conclusion 
 This chapter has provided the contextual background necessary to understand the 
intricate balance of adhering to a common understanding of progressive, democratic schooling. 
The Castanea School provides a rich case to understand how teachers work with one another to 
make their commitment to progressive pedagogy a sustained reality. 
This study is designed to investigate the interplay between organizational features and the work 
that individual actors put into shaping the CES common principles into practices that align with 
their local culture and history as a school.  
 This paper is set up to explore the creative collaboration at a small, private, progressive, 
urban high school. Chapter 2 analyzes and connects the necessary theoretical and pedagogical 
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background to understand the school and how it is organized. Chapter 3 outlines the study, the 
setting, and the data collection and analysis methodology. Chapter 4 details the organizational 
context of the school through a ‘day in the life’ view of typical teacher and how she negotiates 
the disturbances she faces. Chapter 5 explores the processes through which those at the school 
addresses issues of democracy and equity in their aim understand the varying viewpoints of the 
school’s stakeholders through open, public discussions of values, goals, and motivations. 
Chapter 6 is an in-depth analysis of the most common disturbance that teachers encounter– 
balancing the expectations placed on them in their often-conflicting roles as advisors and 
educators. In it, I construct a model of the school’s advisory system as an activity system. 
Finally, chapter seven ties the analysis together with a discussion and implications for further 
studies for understanding the work that goes into maintaining a ‘good school.’ 	  
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Chapter 2: Socially Just Schooling  
 Historically, schooling has been organized by three major, competing goals: democratic 
equality (teaching people to be active, engaged, democratic citizens); social efficiency (teaching 
explicit job skills to future workers); and social mobility (teaching individual students to 
compete for their individual jobs and social positions) (Labaree, 1997). While these three goals 
have significant overlap, their differences lay bare the conflicting issues at the heart of 
contemporary education: private good versus public good, the individual versus society, and 
learning for skill versus learning for leisure and betterment. Increasingly, market trends have 
influenced educational policy makers to align educational standards with economic growth. 
Their policies legitimize the growth of standardized testing, class rankings, and teacher 
accountability measures (Bagnall, 2005; Labaree, 1997; Sizer, 1984. As young people have come 
to see education as a means to improving their own ability to be socially mobile, they prioritize 
their own individual career goals over their civic responsibilities (Bagnall, 2005; Labaree, 1997). 
Policies that advance social mobility for highly skilled workers come at the cost of democratic 
equity. The effects of such policies are evident in the widening opportunity gap (Carter & 
Welner, 2013; Milner, 2012), the inequity inherent in standardized testing (Meier, 2002; 
Ohanian, 1999) and the subsequent deskilling of teachers (Apple, 1995; Giroux, 2005; Wong, 
2006). Viewing education through this lens gives renewed urgency to better understanding how 
schools address issues of equity, advocacy, and activism.   
 Since its initial rise to popularity in the United States in the early 1900’s, progressive 
education has been seen by some as a way to ameliorate these three goals. The democratic 
equality inherent in progressive pedagogy can lead to students better understanding their own 
work habits and talents, which therefore makes them better workers, and thus, socially mobile 
(Bruce & Eryaman, 2015; Cremin, 1961; Kliebard, 1995). However, this goal has been 
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problematic. Historically, one of the most compelling and contested aspirations underpinning 
progressive education has been how to teach young people to analyze the balance between 
individual and societal needs (Addams, 1902/2005; Bruce & Eryaman, 2015; Counts, 1932; 
Cremin, 1961; Dewey, 1916/2008; Kliebard, 1995; Westheimer & Khane, 2004). Encouraging 
students to examine the connections between personal struggles and enduring social issues stems 
from Dewey’s (1916/2008) notion of social reconstruction. For early social reconstructionists, 
education was the site of an “ongoing struggle to develop forms of knowledge and social 
practices that not only made students critical thinkers but also empowered them to address social 
problems in order to transform existing political and economic inequalities” (Giroux, 2005, p. 9) 
Westheimer and Kahne (2004) found that modern educators prefer the term social justice to 
Dewey’s antiquated term of social reconstruction, but the theoretical base remains the same. A 
social justice-oriented curriculum provides regular, intentional opportunities for students to 
“critically assess social, political, and economic structures to see beyond surface causes; seek out 
and address areas of injustice; (and) know about democratic social movements and how to effect 
systemic change” (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004, p. 240). It is through this process that students 
develop an awareness of how to balance personal advancement with civic duty (Bruce & 
Eryaman, 2015).   
 The history of education – regardless (or perhaps because of) its pedagogical and 
theoretical underpinnings, is fraught with debates over how to educate, who should be educated, 
and what content students should learn. In each of these debates, there are numerous perspectives 
and sets of ‘best practices.’ Some get implemented and some get contested, so it is up to each 
school to understand the pedagogical minefields in which they operate in order to select the most 
appropriate practices for the needs of their teachers and students.  
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 At its foundation, this study is designed to argue that in schools, context matters. To 
better understand the constituent parts of a school’s context, this literature review explores the 
following areas. First, I outline the history of progressive education and its role in achieving 
some of the aims of education outlined above. Second, I problematize the individualistic nature 
of progressive education and explain its history of reconciling and balancing the educational 
needs of individual children, with the educational needs of all children. This balancing act brings 
into the forefront the need for a justice-oriented philosophy in progressive education. Shifting the 
philosophy of a school requires school reform, so I then transition into a review of the difficulties 
inherent in comprehensive school reform. One of the perennial problems with school reform is 
how to implement it in a way that meets the needs of individual schools, while at the same time 
ensure that it takes the form of a movement that can be far reaching. Beyond that, it is critical to 
understand how reform initiatives are sustained. The CES reform movement attempted this by 
focusing on the relationship between teacher, student, and subject matter. While this attempt had 
many successes, it ultimately failed in its aim to make widespread and lasting change. To 
understand this, I return to the context of the school to understand how the structural factors at 
the school impact the sustainability of the reform by influencing how teachers collaborate and 
resolve differences with one another.  
Progressive Pedagogy 
 In 1961, Lawrence Cremin wrote a history of the influence of the Progressive Era in the 
United States during the late 1800’s and early 1900’s and its impact on education. He cautioned 
readers who were searching for a definition of progressive education that, “None exists, and none 
ever will, for throughout its history education meant different things to different people, and 
these differences were only compounded by the remarkable diversity of American education” (p. 
x). In another attempt to define it, progressive educator and scholar himself, Alfie Kohn (2008) 
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reasoned that, "if progressive education doesn't lend itself to a single fixed definition, that seems 
fitting in light of its reputation for resisting conformity and standardization" (para. 1). Despite 
these difficulties in defining progressive education, one commonality that Little and Ellison 
(2015) found in their study of 45 schools that identify as progressive is that they each “prepare 
students for active participation in a democratic society, in the context of a child-centered 
environment, and with an enduring commitment to social justice” (p. 52). Through a series of 
interviews with progressive educators, Read (2013) found that regardless of other pedagogical 
beliefs, teachers who identify as progressive focus less on what to teach, and more on how to 
teach, and who they teach. While Labaree (2005) explains that the current definition of 
progressivism centers instruction on the needs and interests of the students, and teaching 
transferrable skills through engagement in self guided learning. Educators accomplish this by 
incorporating projects “that integrate the disciplines around socially relevant themes; and it 
means promoting value of community, cooperation, tolerance, justice and democratic equality" 
(Labaree, 2005, p. 277). Finally, in theorizing the role of critical, progressive educators in 
teaching socially just curriculum, Giroux and McLaren (1986) explain that teachers "assume a 
pedagogical responsibility for attempting to understand the relationships and forces that 
influence their students outside of the immediate context of the classroom" (p. 236).  
 In his seminal work Democracy and Education, John Dewey (1916/2008) laid out a 
philosophy that acts as the foundation for all of the above definitions of progressive education. 
For Dewey, (1916/2008) educators must first understand how adults become experts in their 
professions and in their hobbies. Experts across disciplines, according to Dewey, follow 
particular patterns of thinking and questioning that allow them to reach their conclusions and 
understandings. This includes the process of creating knowledge in conjunction with others. 
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Dewey’s premise was that children’s education should serve as a base for growth and further 
learning both in and out of school throughout the course of their lives. To foster this experience, 
progressive administrators and teachers organize the school in such a way that they have time 
and space to examine the students' interests and life experiences. Children’s interests then shape 
how teachers direct the classroom activities in order to give students an opportunity to learn 
through inquiry and experimentation – through trial and error. This process of hands-on, active 
learning encourages students to grow the habits of mind necessary to become experts themselves 
by locating their interests in the greater narrative of the interconnected fields of study. In this 
type of learning environment students not only learn an answer, but a achieve a deep 
understanding of problems and how their integral components are interrelated (Dewey, 
1916/2008; Kliebard, 2005). Throughout human history, people have used this method of deep 
study, inquiry, and collaboration to understand, control, and change their environment. 
Progressive schooling, then, aims to provide a similar opportunity for children (Kliebard, 1995; 
Little, 2013a; Robinson & Aronica, 2015).  
 To further clarify his progressive theory, Dewey (1916/2008) juxtaposed it against 
popular theories of education at his time, most of which are still prevalent today. Firstly, 
progressive pedagogy is in opposition to the theory that education’s sole purpose is to be a 
training ground for future employment success. The reason being is that a precision focus on a 
future, long-term goal, such as employment, ignores the immediate needs and interests of the 
children. Focusing too far in the future wastes the opportunity to develop existing, nascent talents 
and behaviors that children exhibit in the present. Additionally, Dewey’s (1916/2008) focus on a 
child’s immediate reality runs counter to the notion that schooling and curriculum should unfold 
in a uniform fashion. A fixed curriculum presupposes that the things to be learned are finite and 
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already known, and therefore precludes the possibility of creating new knowledge or 
understandings. Teacher-driven curricula, planned without consideration of the needs and 
interests of the children in the class, emphasizes power imbalance between teachers as keepers of 
knowledge, and students as empty vessels (Freire, 1970/2012). Instead, Dewey (1916/2008) 
explains that both understanding and leaning are contextually situated in interactions between the 
child and her or his environment. When teachers are aware that each child enters the classroom 
with different interests, aptitudes, and prior learning history, they can design curriculum that is 
more meaningful for the individuals in their classroom. When learning is conceptualized as 
occurring in context, students are better able to make meaningful connections between what they 
know, how they learn, and new information that they encounter. Finally, Dewey (1916/2008) 
sets his theory of education apart from those that promote rote learning and repetitive exercise. 
The popular practice of strengthening repetition and memorization skills decontextualizes subject 
matter. Those who put this theory in practice posit that the learner’s ability to memorize and 
repeat is a skill that can be transferred to any subject. However, doing so ignores student 
initiative, inventiveness, creativity, and adaptability that come from understanding the 
interconnectedness of a broad range of contextually situated subjects and skills.  
 Despite the fact that that schools in the United States began to practice progressive 
education in the early 1900’s, progressive pedagogy is still seen as a model that runs counter to 
traditional schooling philosophy. Traditional schooling aims to provide a common curriculum 
and set of educational experiences for each student so that employers and universities can expect 
high school graduates to have mastered a specific knowledge base (Kliebard, 1995; Labaree, 
2005). Progressive education questions this standardized narrative of schooling by reframing 
learning, education, and teaching to focus on the individual and contextual realities of the school 
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and its stakeholders. In this framework, progressive pedagogy is a space where students can 
guide their own learning based on their personal strengths and interests in a multidisciplinary, 
skills and project based environment that encourages an attitude of trust, respect, and a sense of 
shared, democratic ownership of their learning (Little, 2013; Little & Ellison, 2015; Muncey & 
McQuillan, 1996; Sizer, 1997a). Through a progressive education, students explore their 
strengths and weaknesses to best utilize their own resources.  
 The Castanea School aligns its progressive vision with that of the Coalition of Essential 
Schools (CES) reform movement. Additionally, the Head of School is active in the leadership 
forum held by the Progressive Education Network (PEN). The school has been recognized by 
both organizations for its efforts in upholding the ideals of progressive education (Little, 2013b; 
Little & Ellison, 2015; Sizer, 1997a). The reform movement at the heart of this study began in 
1987 when Ted Sizer, an education professor at Brown University, brought together teachers, 
administrators, and students from some of the early CES member schools to discuss how to 
expand their plans for school reform. This national comprehensive reform movement was 
centered on the basic tenets of progressive education, which include student choice, thematic 
curricula, cooperative learning, and problem-based learning (McQuillan & Muncey, 1994; 
Muncey & McQuillan, 1996). Through this grassroots reform model, states, districts, schools, 
and educators had the freedom to understand, interpret, and implement the Common Principles 
in ways that were meaningful to them. The autonomous implementation of reform varied across 
the contexts of the different schools that embarked upon it, but each school committed to 
adhering to the following nine principles: 1) Learning to use one’s mind well; 2) Less is more: 
depth over coverage; 3) Goals apply to all students; 4) Personalization; 5) Student-as-worker, 
teacher-as-coach; 6) Demonstration of mastery; 7) A tone of decency and trust; 8) Commitment 
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to the entire school; and 9) Resources dedicated to teaching and learning. A tenth principle on 
democracy and equity was added later. (Sizer, ND). These tenets are explained in more detail in 
Appendix A. Those at CES partnered with the Education Commission of the States, (ECS) a 
non-profit, nationwide, interstate collaboration aimed at reforming and improving education. In 
1988, this joint enterprise became known as Re:Learning: From the Schoolhouse to the 
Statehouse and grew to include 935 schools nationwide by the time the initiative came to a close 
in 1995. At its peak, the movement was so strong that twelve states adopted the Re:Learning 
designation and worked to include the CES principles to some extent in their state education 
standards, teacher education programs, and school funding and management policies (ECS, 
1997).   
Contested History of Progressive Education 
 Despite its attention to democratic learning and social justice, progressive education has 
been critiqued as an elite pedagogy since its inception because it is designed and delivered 
primarily in private schools to children from families who can afford them (Counts, 1932; 
Cremin, 1961). Due to its highly individualized nature, progressive pedagogy has not been 
widely practiced in public schools since 1995 when CES/ECS Re:Learning reform initiative lost 
state and federal support (Meier, 2002; Muncey & McQuillan, 2996; Ohanian, 1999). The vast 
majority of students in the United States attend public schools, and over half of these 
schoolchildren live within the boundaries of high-poverty school districts (Edbuild, 2016). High 
poverty districts have fewer resources, fewer highly qualified teachers, and often have higher 
crime, truancy, and dropout rates. Therefore, the persistence of progressive pedagogy in private 
and independent schools has rendered it largely inaccessible to the majority of students who may 
benefit from it, yet cannot afford to access it (Counts, 1932; Thinnes, 2015).  
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 The pedagogical tension behind calling progressive pedagogy an elite one hinges on the 
difficulty of balancing the needs of the individual students and understanding the 
interdependence between the individual and the school community. Progressive pedagogy 
“placed the individual at the center of the stage, yet it perpetually criticized the competitive 
character of the present social order, indicating that it really rejected the philosophy of 
individualism" (Bowers, 1964, p. 175). This critique dates back to 1932 as two opposing camps 
of educational theorists were attempting to define progressive philosophy. One camp saw the 
primary aim of progressive pedagogy as tailoring education to the individual needs and interests 
of the individual child, while the other camp emphasized the need for stressing the importance of 
social reconstructionist (or socially-just) pedagogy (Bowers, 1964).  
 George Counts (1932) espoused the latter aim in his addressed to the Progressive 
Education Association, the leading coalition of progressive educators and theorists of the day. He 
admonished the inequitable practices of those present by urging progressive education to 
"emancipate itself from the influence of class... develop a realistic and comprehensive theory of 
welfare, fashion a compelling and challenging vision of human destiny, and become less 
frightened … of imposition and indoctrination" (para. 8). Counts’ opponents refuted that a 
comprehensive theory of social welfare (i.e., a standardized, justice-oriented curriculum) would 
require mandating a common curriculum and vision to progressive schools (Bruce & Eryaman, 
2015). To do so is in direct opposition to the work schools have done to develop their own 
contextually specific curricula for their students, their teachers, and their community. Counts’ 
critics argued that any attempt at a common definition or approach undermines curriculum that is 
designed to be responsive to the complex, ever changing needs of a school and its community 
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(Bruce & Eryaman, 2015). The issues at hand must be understood and problematized as those 
who live them daily experience them (Addams, 1902/2005; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004).  
 Counts’ argument that progressive education is weak on its approach to justice-oriented 
curriculum has been an on-going site of self-reflective tension among progressive practitioners. 
The two national, professional organizations for progressive educators today in the United 
States: The Coalition of Essential Schools (CES) and The Progressive Education Network (PEN) 
have each encouraged their members to consider their role in educational inequity. CES 
addressed this in 1997 by adopting a tenth common principle of democracy and equity. The CES 
National Congress, the organization’s governing body, saw the work that their majority public 
schools members were doing to educate all students in an in-depth, personalized, thoughtful 
manner. They realized that despite this effort that they, and CES educators around the country 
were putting into public school reform, the schools were operating in an unequal, and 
increasingly unsupportive societal and political context. As Ted Sizer, the National Congress 
chair, explained to the teachers and administrators of CES member schools who participated in 
the1997 CES Fall Forum, “whether we like it or not, the scope of our concern must extend 
beyond school buildings, if only to protect the imperatives inside the school” (Sizer, 1997b, p. 5). 
It is in that spirit of reconciling the personalized, thoughtful work being done with students 
inside the schools with the inequity that these students face in other areas of their life that Sizer 
offered up the tenth common principle of democracy and equity.    
 Through workshops at the 1997 Fall Forum, participants were given opportunities to 
provide feedback and perspectives to the National Congress on the essence and wording of the 
new principle. By the end of the Forum, the members present had decided that they would adopt 
the following as their tenth Common Principle:  
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The school should demonstrate non-discriminatory and inclusive policies, 
practices, and pedagogies. It should model democratic practices that involve all 
who are directly affected by the school. The school should honor diversity and 
build on the strengths of its communities, deliberately and explicitly challenging 
all forms of inequity (CES, 1997, Para. 1).   
 
In a formal memo included in the Fall Forum conference proceedings, the National Congress 
explained that the adoption of this principle highlights that all schools, and in particular CES 
member schools, are called on “to prepare students to be thoughtful and active participants in a 
democracy…. for too long, schools in the United States have not paid explicit attention to equity 
– an essential ingredient of democracy” (CES, 1997, Para. 3).   
 More recently, Chris Thinnes (2015), one of the PEN board members echoed Counts’ 
(1932) elitist critique in his blog post titled “Progressive Education has a Race Problem.” He 
argued that in order for progressive pedagogy to regain a place in mainstream educational policy, 
progressive educators must recognize and work to address the racial tensions inherent in the 
pedagogy. “A progressive pedagogy that fails to be responsive to the voices of students, 
educators, families, or communities of color is not a pedagogy that should, or will, influence the 
trajectory of American education policy or practice in these times” (Thinnes, 2015, Para 1). 
Thinnes goes on to explain that the 2015 PEN National Conference, with the theme “Access, 
Equity, and Activism: Teaching the Possible” was designed to begin a frank conversation about 
how PEN can support its member schools to do more to provide progressive education for kids 
of color and kids from low income backgrounds. The workshops at the 2015 PEN conference 
delivered support for teachers and schools to begin to address the fact that most of them espouse 
justice oriented philosophy, but in reality do not provide this pedagogy to a diverse student body 
(Gambone, in press). Thinnes (2015) reiterates Counts’ (1932) argument that progressive 
pedagogy, because it is mainly taught at private or independent schools is, for the most part, 
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delivered to a majority White, upper-class student body. Modern progressive educators are 
charged with the same difficult task as their predecessors: balancing the needs of the individual 
with the needs of the community. This task is critical in today’s societal understandings of 
diversity, (Castagno, 2014; Fallace, 2010; Milner, 2012) because it pushes progressive educators 
to question the inequity of teaching progressive pedagogy to one type of ‘whole child’ but not 
another (Thinnes, 2015). It is this type of critical examination of progressive pedagogy and 
practices that drives the current study. Progressive education clearly has an orientation to social 
justice, but implementing a justice oriented curriculum in a systematic way across schools risks 
losing the effectiveness of the practice, unless it can be made context specific. 
Inequity in Context: The Case for Diverse Schools 
 Despite years of attempts to create a more equitable education system for all students in 
the United States through both comprehensive school reform and desegregation efforts, recent 
data suggest that de facto school segregation and inequity is on the rise and poses a pernicious 
risk to the education of all children. Today twenty-six million American children live within high 
poverty public school districts. Most of these high poverty districts share a border much 
wealthier districts. These finding appear in the 2016 EdBuild study that compared the child 
poverty rates along the 33,500 school district borders in the United States. The non-profit 
education research group found that typical borders separate school districts where the rates of 
children who live in poverty differ by an average of seven percentage points. In the 50 most 
income-segregated borders in the country, about 9% of the children in the wealthier district live 
in poverty, while, on average, 46% of the children in the poorer, neighboring district live in 
poverty. Schools that have a higher percentage of children living in poverty generally have less 
per-pupil spending and fewer resources. Furthermore, children from high-poverty communities 
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face more barriers to learning and educational success than their more well off peers (Carter & 
Welner, 2013; EdBuild, 2016; Lareau, 2011; Milner, 2012). 
 The history behind divisive school district borders is not by accident. While the historic 
Brown v. Board of Education court case in 1964 ruled school segregated illegal, the subsequent 
Milliken v. Bradley ruling in 1974 found that because school districts are autonomous entities, 
desegregation could not be enforced across district lines. While both of these cases ruled on 
racial segregation, they ultimately set the groundwork for the current inequitable income 
segregation between neighboring school districts. This legislation erected boundaries that make it 
impossible for any resource sharing between neighboring districts (EdBuild, 2016; Orfield, 2013; 
Wells, Fox, & Cordova-Cobo 2016). 
 Tackling inequitable distribution of student populations and education funding hinges on 
a better understanding of diverse schools and how they are structured to maximize the benefits 
for all students (Wells, Fox, & Cordova-Cobo 2016; Wells, Holme, Atanda, & Revilla, 2005; 
Wells, 2014). Diversity is larger than race and ethnicity - it includes socio-economic status 
(SES), ability level, learning aptitudes, family structure, and gender. While all students benefit 
from exposure to diversity, students from low SES backgrounds have the most to gain from 
attending diverse schools. Low SES students who go to an SES diverse school not only 
outperform their low SES peers who attend a predominately low SES school in terms of test 
scores, but also in terms of graduation rates and future success (Freeman, et al., 2015; Wells, et 
al., 2005).  
 Schools with a racially diverse student body have reported many benefits for their 
students. Dewey was a proponent of diverse schools as far back as 1916, when he wrote, “the 
intermingling in the school of youth of different races, different religions, and unlike customs 
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creates for all a new and broader environment (p. 21). This intermingling has been linked to 
positive social and educational influence on individuals, particularly when students are 
socializing across color boundaries in informal settings, (Chang, 2001) and more so when they 
are actively and critically discussing racial issues (Gurin P., Dey, Gurin, G. Hurtado, 2003). 
Even if students are not engaged in critical dialogue, studies show that the more diverse that 
small groups in classes can be, the more complex and novel ideas they will generate (Antonio et 
al.; 2004). This effect is amplified if students have a diverse set of friends outside of class 
(Davies et al, 2011). Furthermore, informal relationships with diverse peers are shown to have a 
positive impact on cognitive growth (Gurin, P, Dey, Gurin, G., Hurtado, 2002) as well as an 
increased sense of comfort when working with people of different racial backgrounds 
(Kurlaendar & Yun, 2007).  
 These interactions and critical conversations between students of diverse backgrounds do 
not happen organically due to the societal notion that schools should be color-blind institutions 
that treat the experiences of all children equally, regardless of their background (Castagno, 2014; 
Milner, 2012; Wells, 2014). Policies that promote this notion are problematic because housing, 
zoning, and school district policies all impact children of different races differently. These 
policies play a large role in where children live, what schools they attend, what resources they 
have access to, and what kind of teachers and classmates they have. (Wells, 2014). A color-blind 
approach to education undermines efforts of diversity because it erases the experiences that 
students of color have as they navigate a historically racist society (Castagno, 2014). Ignoring 
race and difference creates further inequity in schooling.  
 To counteract this, there are multiple pedagogical approaches to engendering critical 
dialogue around race. All of the following studies can be tied together by the fact that they 
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recognize the important of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Ladson-
Billings (1995) explained that this critical pedagogy is underpinned by three criteria: “a) 
Students must experience academic success; b) Students must develop and/or maintain cultural 
competence; and c) students must develop a critical consciousness through which they challenge 
the status quo of the current social order” (p. 160). One approach to culturally relevant pedagogy 
is through intergroup dialogue, which fosters a communication process that influences an 
individual’s psychological state regarding people of different backgrounds (Gurin-Sands, Gurin, 
P., Nagda, Osuna, 2012). Conversations that encourage young people to consider the experiences 
and perspectives of others lead to social action. The first step of this social action is the process 
of becoming allies (Ford & Orlandella, 2015). These types of racial dialogues benefit students of 
color (Ford & Malaney, 2012) and White students (Ford, 2012). They also are associated with 
engaging students in learning for democracy and justice (Nagda, 2003). Integrative activities that 
challenge students’ embedded worldviews have been shown to encourage them to apply 
theoretical knowledge learned in classroom settings to solutions for contemporary problems 
(Hurtado & DeAngelo, 2012).  
 Despite this research on the benefits of diverse schools, in the last 20 years families with 
children have become the most segregated demographic in the United States. This is because 
families with more financial resources are able to afford to move into school districts that have 
higher property values and taxes, and therefore better-funded schools (Orefield, 2013; Owens, 
2016). Income segregation is most visible in and around urban areas. Castanea is geographically 
located within an urban public school district that has a 36% child poverty rate and borders 13 
other districts. Eight of the neighboring districts have child poverty rates of 10% or less 
(EdBuild, 2016). Castanea aims to chip away the city’s segregated district borders by accepting 
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students from 43 zip codes across five counties. And to address the issue of income inequality in 
their region in their own small way, 40% of the student body receives needs-based scholarships 
that cover up to 75% of their tuition. For a further analysis of Castanea’s practices to foster 
diversity and equity, please see Chapter Five. This focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion can 
be directly tied to the school’s adoption of the CES common principles, which address how 
schools and attend to the needs of all children.   
Successful Reform against the Odds 
Schools do not change because their leaders accept an argument for a certain 
kind of reform. It takes hard, slogging work by committed teachers and 
administrators over a substantial period of time, anticipating resistance with a 
strategy to meet it head-on, and acknowledging that change carries with it some 
serious costs (ECS, 1997, p. 8). 
 
 This insight came out of a reflective summary report written to synthesize the 
understanding gained from the CES/ Re:Learning reform initiative, a seven-year comprehensive 
school reform movement based on the tenets of progressive education as they are understood by 
CES member schools. The primary goal of this progressive education reform movement was to 
provide schooling that aimed to develop the intellect and thoughtfulness of all students (Muncey 
& McQuillan, 1996).  Because the reform movement worked toward “empowering teachers and 
administrators to reinvent their schools in ways that worked for their students and community, 
Re:Learning had a strong grassroots, bottom-up component that seemed more likely to succeed 
than the old top-down approaches” (ECS, 1997, p. 14-15). Despite the movement leader’s desire 
to encourage a grassroots approach to reform, its founders, along with schools who were 
successful at implementing the reform also sought to understand “the broader political and 
bureaucratic context within which school change must take place” (ECS, 1997, p.15). 
Understanding and enacting schooling and reform both at a systemic level and at the individual 
school level proved to be one of the most difficult facets of the reform movement for those 
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involved to grapple with. That difficulty, along with budget cuts, personnel changes, and 
inconsistent support ultimately led to the reform measures ebbing away in many of the original 
935 schools once official support from the Re:Learning initiative ended after its original five 
year commitment period (ECS, 1997).  
Role of Context in School Reform 
 This is not the case for all of the schools who participated in the Re:Learning reform. As 
explained in Chapter One, Castanea joined the Re:Learning movement as the 55th Coalition of 
Essential Schools member school in 1988, and through almost three decades of societal and 
educational shifts, it has maintained a commitment to upholding the founding traditions of 
providing a progressive education to a diverse body of students. Success stories such as this are 
not common (Apple & Beane, 2007; Little & Ellison, 2015; Robinson & Aronica, 2015). As a 
result, this type of sustained adherence to a school reform initiative is not widely studied in 
educational research (Coburn, 2003; Coburn et al. 2012; Datnow, 2002).  When reform 
movements are sustained; however, research points to the role of teachers and their professional 
relationships with one another (Coburn, et al., 2012) and the degree to which reform measures 
align with teachers’ pedagogical beliefs (Datnow, 2002). These factors shape how and if reform 
practices can become ‘institutionalized’ or taken for granted features and processes within the 
school. Schools that structure the daily schedules and practices in order to encourage and support 
teachers in aligning their practices to the reform goals have been found to be the most able to 
ensure sustained reform by cultivating reform practices in a way that they become 
institutionalized practices (Coburn et al., 2012; Datnow, 2002).  
 Dewey’s (1916/2008) progressive philosophy extends to the function of teachers and 
their role in curricular change and school reform. Without teacher input on school change, it is 
destined to be short term and ineffective. Teachers are the frontline of education. They best 
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understand the local students and their needs. If building or district level administrators impose 
curricular changes and reform without teacher input, then teachers inevitably view change as an 
outside force imposed on the students, and therefore unconnected to their needs (Finnigan & 
Daly, 2012). For change to be meaningful, the whole institution – administrators and educators – 
must be committed stakeholders in the process. When an institution’s vision of change is not 
aligned with those of the individuals, real, systemic reform is impossible (Apple & Beane, 2007; 
Burton, Collaros, & Eirich, 2013). 
 At the heart of CES reform is the “ 'triangle of learning'- the relationship between teacher, 
student, and subject matter" (McQuillian & Muncey, 1994, p. 266). Since the 1990's, educational 
reform research "has reinforced the fact that teachers need to be active agents in educational 
reform in order to realize improvements in the process of teaching and learning" (Datnow, 2012, 
p. 193). Placing the onus on teachers as the sole motivating force behind reform and treating 
teachers like professionals by giving them control over their work is seen as the key to 
conducting successful reform (Datnow, 2012; Hill et al., 2010). While, on the surface, treating 
teachers like professionals appears to be an empowering and worthwhile endeavor; in practice 
this places both the responsibility for and ownership of student successes and failures directly on 
the teachers. This focus does not take into account the context or history of the school, its 
leadership, its funding, or its student demographics and how these factors impact students and 
their performance. Furthermore, it does not take into account the contradictory expectations 
placed on teachers. Depending on the context of their school, teachers are often asked to uphold 
both sides of the following contradictory continua: they must standardize curriculum while 
individualizing and differentiating lessons; they are expected to collaborate with one another to 
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maximize individual student success while teaching to an external test; they are encouraged to be 
leaders and spearhead reform while being assessed and evaluated solely on student test scores.  
 The danger of accrediting complex successes and failures to an individual, as opposed to 
attempting to understand mitigating contextual factors often results in an incorrect attribution of 
the outcome. An external observer who is far removed from the event is more likely to perceive 
that the outcome was simply produced by one individual. Not being directly involved in an 
activity makes it difficult to see the process that people had to take to make the outcome a reality 
(Robinson & Stern, 1998). By being open to examining an outcome (e.g., student success or 
teacher effectiveness) as contextually situated in interactions between teachers and between the 
cultural and historical reality of the school as opposed to individual actions, it can be clearly seen 
that teachers rely on their networks for feedback, information, and the support necessary to 
implement new practices (Coburn, et al., 2012). Teaching is not an insular profession, despite the 
fact that teachers are often siloed in their own classrooms.  
 Much education policy reform work (CCSSO, 2011; Hill et al., 2010; McQuillian & 
Muncey, 1994;) falls prey to this type of attribution thinking when it assumes that simply by 
addressing the way in which teachers teach, much of the rest of reform will fall into place. 
Generally, school reform is planned and developed at the national, state, district, or 
administrative level, and teachers are the key players who enact the reform. This is challenging 
for two reasons: first, teacher voice and perspective is often lacking from school reform design, 
implementation, and sustainability; second, it relegates teachers to isolated, siloed, beings who 
are not connected to the larger framework of the school community. In cases where schools have 
sustained reform movements and researchers have studied this phenomenon, their findings point 
to substantial teacher involvement as one of the most critical components to sustainable reform 
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(Coburn, 2003; Coburn et al.; 2012; Datnow, 2002). To follow this finding, it stands to reason 
that administrators are crucial to this involvement, because they are responsible for providing 
both the professional support and the organizational structures (e.g., time and space) for teachers 
to choose to become involved (Spillane & Kim, 2012). To address problematic issues of teacher 
involvement, I will reiterate that Re:Learning reform, “emphatically rejects top-down and 
standardized solutions to school change... each member school is to interpret the principles 
within its own cultural and institutional context” (McQuillian & Muncey, 1994, p. 266).  In 
doing so, CES provided a scaffold upon which schools could explore what education, thinking, 
learning, and teaching meant to their school community, which aided in establishing practices 
that were jointly negotiated and understood by all school members. This supports the process of 
practices becoming institutionalized from the inside, as opposed to being imposed from the 
outside. Despite this careful attention to context and grassroots involvement, the majority of CES 
schools were not able to maintain their reform practices because of budgeting and staffing issues 
along with a lack of support from school, district, state, and national administrators and policy 
makers (ECS, 1997; McQuillian & Muncey, 1994; Muncey & McQuillan, 1996). So while 
teachers and administrators were able to make great strides in advancing their own classes and 
schools, the movement did not have enough momentum to ensure that these practices would 
have the external support necessary for funding and coordinating lasting change in public 
schools (Apple & Beane, 2007). However, in schools such as Castanea, that did have sufficient 
administrative support coupled with teacher buy-in, the reform practices are visible and vibrant.  
Progressive Educators as Transformative Intellectuals 
Teacher Training and Professional Development 
 Because progressive philosophy guides educators to remain alert to the myriad factors 
that impact classroom learning, it requires careful attention to teacher professional development. 
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Not all progressive educators have formal training in progressive pedagogy. In many cases, what 
they know they learn on the job. At CES, Sizer believed that professional development is a 
collaborative process. “Coalition schools do not work in isolation, they borrow from each other. 
The purpose of the collaboration is to spark a sustained conversation about what the commonly 
held ideas might mean and how a variety of communities might assist each other in finding their 
best practical expression” (Sizer, 1989, p 6). Just as with children, Sizer (1989) believed that 
teachers learn best through inquiry and collaborative exploration rooted in their interests and 
experiences. CES provided opportunities for teachers to learn from one another at their annual 
Fall Forums, and they also maintain a website of professional resources. Additionally, through 
the support of numerous affiliate centers across the country, schools can organize individualized 
professional development to meet their contextually specific needs.  
 For teachers who want a more formalized education in progressive pedagogy, Bank 
Street College’s teacher preparation program is the nation’s longest running progressive teacher 
preparation program (Nager & Shapiro, 2007).  Their developmental- interaction approach to 
teacher education encourages educators to consider that a “curriculum designed to further social 
justice must be based on a view of learning and the learner; deep knowledge of subject matter; 
principles of learning; and a sound knowledge of children, their families, and the sociocultural 
context of the school” (p. 9). In this model, effective teachers learn their students’ developmental 
needs, backgrounds, and learning styles, then structure the classroom in such a way to provide 
regular, meaningful interaction between students and the community. Doing so offers students 
the opportunity to consider critical issues from multiple perspectives, which is one of the key 
arguments for having a diverse student body (Antonio et al., 2004; Davies et al., 2011; Gurin et 
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al., 2002). When schools attend to diversity, they need to develop an organizational mission to 
understand and teach children from different backgrounds.  
 In order to provide such a curriculum, teachers must understand and be able to critically 
analyze the educational system, as well as the systemic injustices faced by the school community 
(Giroux & McLaren, 1986; Milner, 2012; Nager & Shapiro, 2007). In doing so, progressive 
educators do more than act as knowledge providers. They help students to recognize that each 
individual sees the world from a different, yet equally valid, perspective. Due to the increase in 
income segregation explained above, students are coming from increasingly more homogeneous 
communities. Therefore, they have few opportunities to understand how other perspectives are 
generated, and how a person’s perspective and experiences shape their worldview. As such, 
progressive educators view the classroom as an environment where they can encourage students 
to be active, analytical participants in a democratic community (Nager & Shapiro, 2007).   
 To teach children in this way, teachers must first understand who their students are, 
where they come from, and what their experiences have been. They must be active, analytical 
thinkers themselves. Doing so requires that teachers trust the life experiences and realities of 
their students (Jackson, 2008; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Yosso, 2005). When 
children see that their perspective is valued and taken seriously, they are more likely to value and 
honor the perspectives of others, which is an essential part of fostering justice-oriented citizens 
(Darling-Hammond, 2013; Jackson, 2008; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). Therefore, 
schools and teachers must work to involve socially just thinking in the structure and content of 
daily school life. For educators to shape curriculum that allows children to participate in a 
justice-oriented, democratic space it is critical to understand how democracy plays out in their 
life outside of school. Allowing children to discuss matters of inequity and privilege that they see 
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on a daily basis and connecting it to the curriculum opens up the classroom for opportunities to 
expand children’s understanding of how their experiences fit in history and society (Ladson-
Billings, 1995; Milner, 20012; 2013; Moses & Rogers, 2013).  
 Giroux and McLaren (1986) argue, that teaching is a political profession. When teachers 
critically consider their role in the larger system of education, they are better able to understand 
societal pressures, structural injustices, and the systems that create and perpetuate bias and 
stereotypes that influence how they teach (Engeström, 2011). This type of thinking is a hallmark 
of a transformative intellectual (Giroux & McLaren, 1986). Educators who are transformative 
intellectuals are positioned to employ and to teach the critical thinking and analytical skills 
necessary to question unjust social structures that they and their students experience daily.  
 Giroux and McLaren (1986) characterize transformative intellectuals as those who 
ground their intellectual pursuits in addressing moral and ethical issues by exhibiting a concern 
for disadvantaged and oppressed individuals and “articulat(ing) emancipatory possibilities and 
work(ing) towards their realization” (p. 215).  These characteristics align with Bank Street 
College’s developmental- interaction approach to teacher preparation explained above (Nager & 
Shapiro, 2007). To achieve this deep, contextual understanding of students and the community, 
one commonality of progressive schools is that they employ the following six practices in ways 
that meet the needs of their local context: 1) understanding that children’s emotional needs and 
intellectual needs are equally important; 2) understanding that students’ interest should shape 
their learning; 3) limiting the extent to which students are tested and ranked; 4) placing 
importance on real world experiences; 5) providing integrated, interdisciplinary curriculum; and 
6) fostering an ethos of social justice and active civic participation (Little & Ellison, 2015). If 
progressive schools and educators work to employ all of those practices, they are attempting to 
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practice the skills of a transformative intellectual. By doing so, they strive to learn their students’ 
needs, backgrounds and learning styles, then structure the classroom in such a way to provide 
regular, meaningful interaction among students. Meaningful interaction promotes their ability to 
consider critical issues from multiple perspectives, which leads to social and cognitive benefits 
for all children (Ford, 2012; Ford & Malaney, 2012; Gurin-Sands, et al., 2012). 
Expansive Learning 
 In addition to teaching the diverse and maturing students the skills necessary to thrive in 
a changing workplace, progressive educators who also employ the philosophy of transformative 
intellectualism must also be aware of the social context in which they work and the ones in 
which their students live. Becoming a transformative intellectual is contextually defined, and is 
best understood through the lived experiences of the individuals within the school community 
(Engle & Martin, 2005; Giroux & McLaren, 1986). To understand how teachers are able to view 
themselves as embedded in a community, it is necessary to examine teacher work as a learning 
process (Engeström, 2008a). The learning that teachers undertake as they adapt their practice to 
meet the evolving needs of their students is not something that can be studied from a text book. 
This learning is mediated by the interactions of individuals, how their work is divided, what rules 
are in place for them to follow, and the impact of various tools or artifacts that they use 
(Engeström, 2015).  
 This learning is in line with the cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT), which stems 
from the work of Lev Vygotsky (Engeström, 2009). In the first generation of CHAT, Vygotsky 
showed that human behavior could be studied as a series of actions aimed at achieving an object. 
Behavior and thus learning hinge on the use of cultural artifacts. These artifacts are tools, signs, 
symbols, ideas, and technology (Engeström, 2009). In the second generation of CHAT, Aleksei 
Leont'ev took Vygotsky's understanding of learning as object based actions mediated by cultural 
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artifacts and expanded it to show that not only is behavior mediated by non-human creations, but 
also by collaborative work with other people. In doing so, he made the distinction between 
actions as discrete occurrences with a clear beginning and end and activities as the collective 
cycle of multiple individuals performing actions over a long term and toward a common end 
(Engeström, 2011).  Yrjö Engeström (2015) has moved CHAT into its third generation by 
combining Vygotsky's action and object motivated learning with Leon'tev's focus on 
collaboration and division of labor to create a systemic model of human activity. In this model, 
he situates learning within the social framework of an organization or institution by 
demonstrating the importance of rules and community (See Figure 1).  
 The factors shown in Figure 1 interact with one another in an activity system (Engeström, 
2009; 2015). The object, or outcome of the learning that occurs as a subject navigates the context 
of an activity is theorized to be expansive. The goal of expansive learning is to co-create new 
information that has never been known before (Engeström, 2015). Because the expansive 
learning metaphor operates on the principle that learning does not occur in isolation or solely 
within an individual, it breaks from traditional models of learning (cf. Brown, J., Collins, & 
Duguid, 1989; Sfard, 1998). According to Engeström (2011) “Traditional modes of learning deal 
with tasks in which the contents to be learned are well known ahead of time by those who 
design, manage, and implement various programs of learning” (p. 87). In expansive learning; 
however, the demonstrable learning is the object that results from identifying a conflict within 
the activity system, locating and mobilizing the appropriate connections, and generating new 
knowledge necessary to solve the conflict (Engeström, 2008a; 2011; 2015). By analyzing 
learning as the object of the activity, instead of an isolated event that occurs within an individual, 
it becomes clear what conflicts occurred between whom (or what) and to what degree they were 
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disruptive enough to influence new learning. Learning, then, is a process that is mediated by 
human, non-human, cultural, and historical factors and cannot be accomplished individually. 
Expansive learning acknowledges the cultural-historical context of the workplace and the 
importance of collaboration (Wells & Claxton, 2002). This is the case in progressive pedagogy 
where personalization of learning is paramount. In regards to each individual, growing, maturing 
student, “Nobody knows exactly what needs to be learned. The design of the new activity 
(externalization) and the acquisition of the knowledge and skills it requires (internalization) are 
increasingly intertwined” (Engeström, 2011 p. 88). Progressive educators therefore must look 
beyond themselves and their own classrooms to understand how to best teach each of their 
students. 
 
 
 
 Figure 1. The structure of a human activity system (Engeström, 2009, p. 55) 
  
 
 
 
 As individuals working within knowledge-intensive organizations collaborate with one 
another, they come to realize that quite often they hold different perspectives about how a work 
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process should be implemented. These differing perspectives stem from their subject expertise, 
their position within the organization, and their own personal, individual experiences outside of 
work. Because of this, Engeström (2015) theorizes that individuals and the interacting forces 
they work with on a daily basis are regularly in conflict with one another. These conflicts are 
often interpersonal or intrapersonal and do not require much additional time, effort, or work to 
solve (Sannino, 2008). This is not to diminish their importance, though because it is though 
solving these conflicts that learning occurs. Conflicts arise naturally because, depending on how 
the labor of a project is divided, individuals come at an issue with different experiences, 
backgrounds, or desired results. Conflicts, while small and relatively easy to solve, are often 
indicative of larger, underlying contradictions within an organization. Contradictions are 
systemic and can occur between multiple points on the activity system or even between different 
activity systems. Because contradictions are deep seated in the historical and organizational 
context, they are difficult to solve or even understand. Through a study of conflicts and 
contradictions, activity theory seeks to analyze the development of humans interacting in groups 
through social activities. Activities organize all human life, and it is through activities that 
humans develop their skills, personalities, and consciousness. Through activities, humans also 
transform social conditions, resolve contradictions, generate new cultural artifacts, and create 
new forms of life and the self. (Sannino, Daniels, & Gutiérrez, 2009). Therefore, the CHAT 
focus on learning through interaction with others in a specific cultural context is ideal for 
studying how teachers learn as they work to produce, reproduce, change, negotiate, interpret, and 
sustain democratic, progressive schooling within the unique context of a school. 
School Reform as Expansive Learning 
 Studies on school change can be classified as focusing on either: the innovation, the 
school characteristics, the environment of the school, or the change process (Louis, 1994). Louis 
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(1994) synthesizes school reform data to show (much like the Re:Learning assumptions) that 
‘effective’ school reform does not come from outside. Instead, it weaves new practices in with 
existing practices through steady and patient efforts to understand where a school is and what it 
needs, while maintaining a vision of the long-term goals. Because of all of the factors involved, 
the outcome is unpredictable. In her study of principals involved in sustained change, Louis’ 
(1994) surprising results concluded that the most effective schools changed before they planned, 
and through that action, they generated their vision of the reform. These schools also developed a 
context-specific understanding of the external reform. Finally, leaders at the heart of these 
successful reforms were involved in the day-to-day work necessary to implement change.  
Reviewing the surprising results of her previous work, Louis (1994) links the principal’s change 
management ability to organizational learning, because "learning involves the creation of 
socially constructed interpretations of facts and knowledge that enter the organization from the 
environment, or are generated from within" (p. 9). The learning that is required for a whole 
school community to undertake reform is more than a composite of all of the learning undertaken 
by the individual members of school. Instead, organizational learning within a school occurs 
when the faculty as a whole, or in groups, meet with one another regularly to discuss the change, 
and how it impacts their daily lives. They consequently do what is necessary to best manage the 
change by developing a shared base of knowledge that individuals can work from as they move 
from the group back to their individual teaching context (Ellström, 2011; Fuller & Unwin, 2011). 
Democratic school leaders who are effective in fostering organizational learning configure the 
schedule in such a way to regularly allow teachers the time and space to grapple with the issues 
they face in their classrooms (Gross and Shapiro, 2016).  
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 Louis’ (1994) work begins to get at why school reform is so difficult to study and sustain. 
It is not enough to study the context, nor is it enough to study the individual learning. The studies 
that follow conceptualize school reform as expansive learning.  Engeström’s (2015) expansive 
learning metaphor, as explained above, recognizes and values the cultural-historical context of 
the environment of the workplace, as well as the importance of collaborative work to accomplish 
the sustainability and institutionalization of reform-oriented practices. Therefore, by studying 
teachers, teacher networks, and the school’s organizing features together as an activity system, or 
as multiple coordinating activity systems, one can study how teachers work alone and with 
others toward the goal of learning and creating a new way of implementing contextually specific 
reform that has never been known or implemented before.  
 In a study utilizing an activity system framework, Engeström, Y., Engeström, R., and 
Sunito (2002) worked with middle school teachers as they analyzed their daily practices with 
students in a low performing, low resource, high immigrant population urban school in Finland. 
They guided teachers to think about their expectations and preconceptions of students. This led 
to the teachers being able to identify immediate changes they felt comfortable making in their 
own daily teaching, and led to a larger goal and vision for the school as a whole. The one major 
change that teachers realized they could make was how they conceptualized their students and 
what kinds of work they thought their students were capable of achieving.   
 The object of the activity system can be broadly defined as a collective construct that 
individuals work together to achieve. Despite the fact that working toward an object is a 
collaborative endeavor and it is the main outcome that the goals, actions, and concrete outcomes 
of the activity system are rooted in, teachers involved in school change often find it difficult to 
articulate because by its nature an object is something that has never been known before. In the 
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case of teacher work, generally their object is students and how they come to learn. The teachers 
in Engeström et al.’s (2002) study realized they needed to analyze the historical and cultural 
environment of the school. Therefore, in order for teachers to reconsider how they teach, they 
must first understand how they think about students, and how the social and historical setting of 
the school encourages them to think about students. Engeström et al. (2002) explained that the 
teachers in their study were able to do this because they had the time and space to do so, and they 
had individuals on the team (in this instance the researchers) who were able to point out 
alternative suggestions and points of view to the dominant ones that were circulated.  These 
findings point to the importance of the prior knowledge that individuals bring with them to any 
workplace-learning scenario. When teachers are given the time and space to explore how their 
understanding of their roles, they are better suited to designing and implementing reform 
initiatives that suit their needs.  
 Sannino’s (2008) study on school change focused not on comprehensive school reform, 
but on innovation at the micro level. Specifically she studied individuals and how they interact 
and negotiate change. Sannino (2008) interviewed in-service and pre-service teachers who had 
taken part in a program designed to actively engage pre-service teachers in the classroom of an 
in-service teacher. Even though the teachers she studied voiced favorable opinions of the 
innovative change they took part in, other, more urgent or pressing issues impeded the degree to 
which the individuals were able or willing to implement the innovation. Sannino (2008) 
interviewed the individuals both during the initial roll out of the program, and the following year, 
after the program had stagnated. Through analysis of the interviews, the first main conflict that 
arose was competence and agency – in-service teachers felt that their level of computer skills 
were not adequate for the program; while pre-service teachers felt like they were not in a position 
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to take initiatives or organize the reform practices. A second constraint that both groups of 
teachers felt were the extra time and effort required in implementing the innovation. The final 
conflict they faced was that the reform practice was seen to fall outside the mandated curriculum, 
and therefore, was additional work. So, despite both pre- and in-service teachers seeing a need 
for and positive application of the innovation, it ultimately was not sustainable because there was 
no external support to assist the teachers to transition their daily habits, routines, and teaching to 
the reform model suggested. This study makes the case for the importance of understanding the 
larger picture of a school’s context and ensuring that it is organized in a way that can support 
teachers in sustaining the change to be implemented.  
 In another study using an expansive learning approach to school change, Yamazumi 
(2008) took those contextual factors into consideration as teachers, students, and other school 
stakeholders came together to transform the existing practices of the school. Yamazumi (2008) 
explained that in this example, those involved "are seen as a collective of expansive learners 
willing to create school innovations together as collaborative change agents who turn their 
school into their own collective instrument" (p. 367). Because of the number of individual actors 
and groups of actors at work in this reform, he explored the project as an object that is jointly 
created by multiple hybrid activity systems. When viewed in this light, hybridity and diversity 
can be seen as valuable cultural resources. Because there are so many nuanced actors, artifacts, 
and components to consider in this type of activity system, there is room for innovation, but at 
the same time the participants must be aware of tensions and contradictions, and individuals 
crossing boundaries between the activity systems Yamazumi (2008). This multi-leveled analysis 
gets at the nuanced, layered, highly contextualized factors to consider in understanding the 
sustainability of a comprehensive school reform. Understanding how diverse perspectives 
	 		 60	
influence how individuals come together through interacting activity systems highlights that 
there are multiple ways to achieve a complex object Yamazumi (2008). 
 Taken together, these studies all consider school change and/or reform using the activity 
systems model to explore the learning that goes on during school reform, and how it can be 
conceptualized. Engeström (2008b) synthesized these and other studies on school reform and 
found that using the activity systems framework allowed those involved to better understand the 
mechanisms of school change. All of the contextual features of a school (e.g.; the agendas of 
those within the school, the school’s structural factors, the school’s pedagogical ideology) all 
converge at some level and should be considered as complementary to one another. In order to 
see how they are complementary, Engeström (2008b) suggests, “We need more lenses than one 
to look at and design change" (p. 380). The complexity of understanding school reform requires 
looking at why change fails and working backward to find the contextual point that was 
overlooked – the lens that was not used. Most often, the lenses that those initiating reforms fail to 
use are the ones that allow them to understand the motivational sphere of schooling, or people's 
reasons for doing what they do. According to Engeström, (2008b) it is much easier to foresee 
problems in an environment where individuals are encouraged to analyze their motivations and 
make them explicit and visible.  
The Work of Sustaining Progressive Schooling  
 To negotiate the balance of standardized versus context specific reform, those involved in 
the CES Re:Learning reform movement, such as the Castanea School, work to take the 10 
guiding CES principles and mold them in a way that aligns with their daily school operations and 
practices so that they best benefit their students, teachers, and school community. Sizer (1997a) 
stressed that this has to be done through the concerted, focused work of teachers and 
administrators who devote their time and professional expertise to building a community of 
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educators “that extends beyond any one classroom, people who know the potentials and 
limitations of technical expertise and of humane judgment. One does not ‘design’ such schools. 
Such schools, rather, grow, usually slowly and almost always painfully, as tough issues are met" 
(Sizer, 1997a, p. 45-6). Sizer (1989) explained that this is the work of good schools, which he 
defines as schools that have a core foundation of veteran teachers and administrators who are 
willing to work and learn together to make tough decisions. The commitment to devote a career 
to creating a school that aligns with the democratic, socially-just, personalized learning as set 
forth in the CES principles requires that faculty has authority and control over the decisions that 
get made and the change that gets implemented. 
 In this chapter, I have explored the role and importance of context in sustaining 
comprehensive, progressive school reform. In particular, the literature I have reviewed has 
underscored the importance of uncovering the contextual factors that influence democracy, 
equity, and justice within a school. These specific factors shape the reform initiatives, how the 
teachers choose whether to accept them or not, and how the initiatives impact the lives and 
learning of students. In the following chapter, I outline how I used this understanding of the 
multi-faceted perspective of school context to design, implement, and analyze this study.  	 	
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Research Design: Ethnography 
Background 
At its core, progressive philosophy is context specific. There is no standardized model for 
how to set up or maintain a progressive school (Kliebard, 1995; Kohn, 2008; Labaree, 2005; 
Read, 2013). There are philosophical guidelines that help school administrators and educators 
shape the work that they do, but fundamentally, all decisions made at the school are rooted in the 
school’s historical and cultural context (Little & Ellison, 2015; Sizer, 1984). At the individual 
school level, this is beneficial because by paying attention to their context, schools can better 
understand their teachers, students, parents, and community in order to craft a meaningful 
educational experience. However, such an individualized approach to school design in the United 
States is problematic for two reasons. First, it runs counter to the philosophy that underpins 
traditional education practices of providing universal education for all children (Kliebard, 1995; 
Labaree, 2005). And second, it is difficult to replicate or duplicate elements of successful schools 
when they are grounded in the local context of a school, because what works in one context may 
not work in others. Despite these difficulties, leaders of both of the national organizations 
supporting progressive educators have spoken out in favor of the spread and sharing of 
progressive practices (Little & Ellison, 2015; Sizer, 1984; 1997a). Little and Ellison (2015) go so 
far as to claim that it is progressive educators’ “moral imperative” (p. 50) to spread the work that 
they do into mainstream education. This evangelical fervor for extending the reach of 
progressive practices in education stems from the belief that education, when it is done well, can 
mold a generation of thoughtful, self-aware, justice-minded, democratic citizens (Giroux & 
McLaren, 1986; Little & Ellison, 2015; Read, 2013; Sizer, 1984; Westheimer & Khane, 2004). 
With this study, I respond to calls from previous research asking for more in depth, 
culturally situated, understanding of education in practice (Engeström, 2008a; Little & Ellison, 
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2015; Read, 2013; Sizer, 1997a). I do so by providing an in depth look into progressive 
education in one particular context, studying how it is made sense of, and how it is put into 
practice by those who consider themselves progressive educators. A thorough understanding of 
how sustained progressive education works in one context provides a platform on which to 
connect the local experience of one progressive school to the larger context of progressive 
education. 
I conducted this study with an ethnographic research design, paying particular attention 
to how progressive pedagogy is practiced through the work of teachers and administrators. The 
next section provides description of the research site and situates the research questions. I then 
move on to explain the participants and sampling techniques I used. Following that, I explain my 
methods for collecting data in this study. After the data collection section I explain my analysis 
procedures. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the issues with reliability and validity in 
the context of this study. 
Setting 
 I conducted this study at the Castanea School– a small, private, progressive school for 
children in grades 7-12, located in a large metropolitan area on the East Coast of the United 
States. Teachers and parents of a local, progressive elementary school who wanted their children 
to attend a progressive upper school founded Castanea in 1970 (Taylor, 1994). As explained in 
detail in Chapter 1, the school joined a progressive education, comprehensive school reform 
movement known as Re:Learning in 1988. The movement began when the Coalition of Essential 
Schools (CES) and the Education Commission of the States (ECS) sought to reform public 
education by providing schools with a bottom-up, grassroots, and highly contextual platform for 
implementing progressive education. However, as the political climate of education shifted, 
support for the reform faded, and many schools found themselves unable to sustain the 
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progressive practices (ECS, 1997; McQuillan & Muncey, 1994; Muncey & McQuillan, 1996). 
The Castanea School, its teachers, and its administrators have remained committed to 
their goal of practicing progressive pedagogy, and despite the obstacles have been active 
participants in the progressive education movement since they opened. They have regularly sent 
teachers and administrators to both the Progressive Education Network’s (PEN) biennial 
meetings, as well as CES’s annual Fall Forum. Tom Little, former director of PEN, featured 
Castanea as one of the 45 schools he studied in-depth for his opus on the defining characteristics 
of progressive schools (Little & Ellison, 2015). Neal, Castanea’s Head of School was a fellow 
with the National Institute at PEN. Now, in the wake of the disbanding of CES as a national 
organization in December 2016, the Castanea School is positioning itself as a leader and provider 
of professional development for progressive educators in the mid-Atlantic region because of their 
sustained ability to implement the CES common principles into practice.  
Empirical research questions 
Given its unique history, the Castanea School offers an uncommon glimpse into the work 
that goes into its sustained commitment to providing progressive education through CES reform. 
An understanding of its history, its context, and the daily work practices of those at the school 
provides a contextual understanding of progressive pedagogy in practice. Findings from studies 
conducted on comprehensive school reform, as well studies on progressive education, along with 
studies on the role of teachers in providing socially just schooling outlined in Chapter 2 combine 
to advocate for the importance of understanding of a school’s complex culture and history. This 
research also suggests the importance of understanding how educators work together as a 
collaborative community as they participate in and learn through multiple activity systems. The 
conflicts and contradictions that arise as teachers learn from and with one another as they 
navigate these activity systems are indicative of the work that goes on school wide to sustain a 
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commitment to the CES 10 Common Principles. Therefore, this study was an attempt to provide 
a further investigation into the daily, lived reality of progressive educators and the work they do 
to negotiate the frictions and adjustments necessary to provide a progressive, democratic school 
environment that is constantly shifting and changing as people, ideas, and pedagogical practices 
come and go. This school setting provided a unique and under-explored opportunity to 
understand how the CES reform movement, despite its inability to be sustained at the national 
level, was adopted and sustained for nearly thirty years. Beginning from an anthropological 
understanding of schools as cultures, this study was grounded in the ethnographic methods of 
participant observation, interviewing and document analysis to answer the following research 
questions: 
1. How is progressive schooling put into practice at the Castanea School, and what does it 
mean to the leaders and teachers involved in practicing it there?   
2. How do the formal and informal structural supports within the school guide teachers and 
leaders at the Castanea School as they enact their understanding of progressive 
education? 
3. How do teachers (individually and as part collaborative communities) produce, 
reproduce, change, negotiate, interpret, and/ or sustain democratic, progressive 
schooling? 
The data from these three empirical questions provide the context necessary to understand what 
progressive education means to the Castanea community, how it is implemented on a daily basis, 
its history, and the impact that individuals at the school have on both the living definition and 
daily practices of progressive education. The answers to these questions illuminate the contextual 
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reality of the school as it is shaped and understood by the perspectives of those working within it 
(Hammersley, 2006).  
Ethnography 
 This dissertation is a cultural study of the work that teachers and administrators do to 
provide progressive education for an intentionally diverse body of urban high school students. I 
employed a classic ethnographic method, meaning that I embedded myself in the school at the 
heart of the study, spending long periods of time with research participants and observing the 
daily life of the school. I understand the purpose of my ethnographic study as a way to “provide 
an account of how people live their lives with one another in particular places” (Khan, 2011, p. 
201).  Davies (1999) explains that the research process of conducting an ethnography 
“include(es) engagement in the lives of those being studied over an extended period of time. The 
eventual written product - an ethnography - draws its data primarily from this fieldwork 
experience and usually emphasizes descriptive detail as a result" (p. 5). Therefore, this study 
aims to look at how the teachers and administrators at Castanea work in concert with one another 
within the historical and cultural context of the school in order to provide a meaningful 
progressive education to their students.  
 Because I am specifically interested in how the adults at the school work and learn 
together, I chose to ground the relevant segments of my analysis in the Cultural Historical 
Activity Theory (CHAT) as explained in Chapters 2 and 6. This theory emphasizes that the 
learning that individuals do at work is intricately tied to the culture and history of the work 
context and is embedded in the interactions that individuals have with one another. However, my 
study is not an 'activity theory' study. A true activity theory study would include a change 
intervention that would allow the researcher an opportunity to study specific instances of change, 
negotiation, and the resultant learning. I believe that I have been able to apply this theory to the 
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existing work that is being done at the school because of the highly structured meeting systems 
that teachers participate in. In this structure, teachers’ work is rooted in growth and change. 
Progressive pedagogy encourages teachers to regularly adapt their work to meet the needs of 
their students. Therefore, their work can be mapped onto the foundational concepts of activity 
theory.  
 Mapping out the work of teachers in this way contributes greatly to the field of 
progressive education because it allows me to separate out the work of teachers and explore it in 
light of the specific cultural and historical contextual features of the school. In doing so, I can 
highlight the CES reform work in practice as is evident in the multiple ongoing, slow moving 
transformations that have arisen at the school out of contradictions between practice, perspective, 
and pedagogy. This study highlights the most commonly talked about contradictions at the 
school: fostering a trust-based system; balancing the individual and the community; providing 
appropriate individualized education; and employing an asset-based approach to interactions 
with students. 
Participants and Sampling 
 The aim of this study was to understand how one school defines its practices of 
progressive education, and the role that individual teachers and leaders, as well as teachers and 
leaders working together in networks play in play in producing, reproducing, changing, 
negotiating, interpreting, and/ or sustaining progressive schooling. Therefore, the key 
participants were teachers and administrators, and students.  
I collected the data for this ethnographic study throughout the 2015-2016 school year. At 
the beginning of the school year the head of school introduced me to the staff during an in-
service, and to the students during a whole school morning meeting. In both of these instances, I 
explained my study to the whole school community. I used purposive sampling to invite anyone 
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who considered themselves part of the school’s progressive community to participate (Creswell, 
2012). Methods to collect data from individuals at the school included focus group and 
individual interviews with teachers (N. 10/21 total teachers); formal semi-structured individual 
interviews and numerous informal interviews with school administrators (N. 9/10 total 
administrators); focus group interviews with students (N.8); and countless informal 
conversations with teachers and students as they occurred in the course of my participant 
observation.  
In March 2016, I began the recruitment process by sending an electronic draft of my 
Drexel IRB approved focus group recruitment letter to the assistant to the head of school. She 
forwarded the recruitment letter to all staff, students, and teachers asking for volunteers to 
participate in the study. Along with the recruitment letter was a doodle poll for individuals to 
indicate the date and time that was the most convenient. After two weeks, I had very few 
volunteers, so I asked for the recruitment letter to be re-sent. Only one parent responded to my 
request for focus group participants, so I chose not to conduct a parent focus group. For the 
student focus groups, I sought out the volunteers who were under 18 the week before the 
scheduled focus group to request that they have a parent or guardian sign the Drexel IRB 
approved consent form. On the day of the first focus group, none of the students who signed up 
and were under 18 brought their signed consent form. Two of the students who were over 18 
assisted me by recruiting three other 18-year-old students to participate. So, while snowball 
sampling (Creswell, 2012) was not my intended method of sampling, it proved to be a useful 
technique. For the second student focus group, only one of the students under 18 returned with a 
signed consent form, and two students who were over 18 came to participate, so I conducted that 
focus group with only three students. Each of the student focus groups lasted 45 minutes because 
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they were conducted during class time, and that is the duration of one class period. See figure 2 
for a demographic breakdown of student participants.  
 
 
 
Grade Years at Castanea Sex Race 
9 3 Female Mixed-race 
12 3 Male African American 
12 2 Female White 
12 3 Male White 
12 6 Female White 
12 6 Male White 
12 6 Male White 
12 6 Male White 
Figure 2. Student Focus Group Participants 
 
 
 
With the teachers, I had aimed to conduct two focus groups each with four to six 
participants. Eight teachers volunteered, so I was able to hold two focus groups of four teachers 
each. The teacher focus groups occurred during in-service days at the end of the school year. 
They each lasted one hour.  See figure 3 for a demographic breakdown of teacher participants.  
 
 
 
Position Years at 
Castanea 
Sex Race 
 Middle School History Teacher 2 Female White 
Upper School English Teacher and Upper School Advisor 15 Female White 
Learning Specialist and Upper School Advisor 8 Female White 
Performance Art Teacher and Upper School Advisor 11 Female White 
Upper School Science Teacher and Upper School Advisor 4 Female White 
Upper School History Teacher and Upper School Advisor 5 Female White 
Art Teacher and Upper School Advisor 26 Male White 
Learning Specialist and Upper School Advisor 6 Female White  
Figure 3. Teacher Focus Group Participants 
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 I asked each of the administrators (N. 10) at the school for individual semi-structured 
interviews, and was able to conduct seven. Each interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. 
Because so much of my participant observation time was spent essentially ‘shadowing’ Janice, 
the Director of Learning Support and Neal, the Head of School, I was in constant conversation 
with both of them, so I conducted multiple informal interviews with them instead of a formal, 
recorded semi-structured interview. Two teachers volunteered for the focus groups, but were 
unable to attend, so they agreed to allow me to interview them individually. See figure 4 for a 
demographic breakdown of individual interview participants.  
 
 
 
Position Years at 
Castanea 
Sex Race 
Business Manager (Glenda) 4 Female White 
Director of Emotional Services (Samuel) 30 Male White 
Director of Admissions and College Counseling 
(Gretchen) 21 Female 
White 
Director of Technology (Jonelle) 5 Female 
African-
American 
Assistant to the Head and Advancement Associate  1 Female White 
Upper School English Teacher and Upper School 
Advisor (Sofia) 11 Female 
White 
Math Teacher and Upper School Advisor  3 Female White 
Figure 4. Individual Interview Participants (Pseudonyms included for teachers who are quoted by name) 
 
 
 
Data Collection 
 In ethnography, "the primary instrument for data collection and analysis is the researcher 
(who)... possesses several well know characteristics such as responsiveness, adaptability, and 
reflexivity that can lead to understanding behaviour as it occurs in its natural settings" 
(Hammersley, 2006, p. 11). Therefore, in this study, I employed the three most common 
ethnographic data collection methods: participant observation, interviews (individual and focus 
group, both formal and informal), and document review. The following sections will explain 
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each of the methods in depth by providing a definition and an explanation of how I used the 
methods in the context of the study.  
Participant observation 
I began participant observation for this study in August 2015. I continued on a regular 
basis until June 2016. The objective of my participant observation was to understand the social 
and organizational setting of the Castanea School (Creswell, 2012; Wolcott, 2008). I took part in 
all of the everyday activities at the Castanea School throughout the school year. Participant 
observation as a data collection method includes "direct observation of human behavior and the 
physical features of settings, informal interviewing, and document analysis" (McKechnie, 2008, 
p. 599). Wolcott (2008) expands on this by explaining that participant observation hinges on 
what the ethnographer experiences through their senses, that they are then able to translate into 
observation notes and analysis that interpret the culture of the location being studied. 
Participant observation occurs on a continuum that ranges from complete (or naturalistic) 
observer, which is characterized by the researcher observing the setting, but not interacting with 
the participants, to complete participation, which is characterized by the observer actively 
engaging and working along side the participants (Gold, 1958). Along this continuum are the 
roles of participant as observer and observer as participant.  
In this study, I took the approach of participant as observer.  This position is used 
frequently in community studies where "an observer develops relationships with informants 
through time, and where he (sic) is apt to spend more time and energy participating than 
observing" (Gold, 1958, p. 220). From this vantage point, both the members of the Castanea 
School and I understood that I was there to conduct fieldwork, but they were also aware of my 
former teaching career, and most of them had met me through my previous experiences 
substituting at the school. Because of this, some teachers and administrators would ask me for 
	 		 72	
my opinion on incidents that I had observed. I avoided overly political conversations by pleading 
an outsider status, but in instances where my opinion was solicited, and I thought that it would be 
useful I did voice it. An example of this occurred as a teacher was trying to recount an incident 
that had happened during a class that I had observed. This teacher asked me for clarification and 
to tell the story as I had seen it. I was able to provide an almost word for word recount of the 
conversation in question because I had written it in my observation notes. As I explained in 
Chapter 1, I did make arrangements with the Neal, the Head of School to not take any 
substitution assignments at the school during my observation; however, due to unforeseen 
circumstances, two of the school’s English teachers each took a week off of school near the end 
of my study, so I did spend two weeks teaching at the school.  
Trust building is a key element in this type of observation. It took time for teachers and 
administrators to feel comfortable with the observation. At the beginning of the school year, Neal 
asked teams of teachers to volunteer to let me observe their curriculum meetings. Only one team 
initially allowed me to visit, so I spent the first nearly three months observing one meeting a 
week, and spending the rest of my time observing classes. When I would observe classes, I 
would come into class at the beginning of the period and ask the teacher if I could observe for 
that period. Most teachers were comfortable with me being there, I only had one instance of a 
teacher asking me not to come observe because my presence made her feel self-conscious about 
her teaching. I tried to observe as many classes as possible. Some days, I stayed within a grade 
level, some days I observed all classes in a particular subject, and some days I stayed with one 
teacher for a few blocks of the same lesson to observe student groupings.  
Once I had built rapport with the teachers and they were comfortable with my presence in 
their classes, they invited me into their curriculum meetings and by January, I began to observe 
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the advisory system meeting loop, which is explained in detail in Chapter 6. My aim for this 
study was to gain an understanding of the practice of progressive education as members of the 
school undertake it on a daily basis in meetings, in classrooms, and in informal interactions. 
Therefore I observed the multiple meetings throughout the week that Castanea teachers attend. 
Whole staff meetings are designed for the faculty and staff to convene and discuss administrative 
issues. During weekly curriculum meetings, both vertical subject matter teams and horizontal 
grade level teams meet to ensure the articulation of the curriculum, as well as to discuss how the 
curriculum is meeting the individual needs of the students. Team Feedback meetings provide a 
venue for teachers, advisors, and Janice, the Director of Learning Support to discuss how the 
learning needs of individual students are being met. These meetings rotate weekly, and 
participation varies depending on the students being discussed. Additionally, advisors meet on a 
monthly basis with the support staff to gather and disseminate information on their advisees and 
to devise plans for more individualized support (Employee Handbook, 2013). I also observed 
admissions team and advancement team meetings to understand the school from the 
administrative perspective.  
In addition to observing meetings, I also participated in the daily life of the school such 
as morning meetings, community meetings, town hall, community service, and activities. I 
attended special events at the school such as the welcome back barbecue, the spring and fall arts 
shows, open house, back to school night, college night for parents of juniors, senior dinner, and 
graduation. I also joined Neal and some teachers in attending the PEN National Conference and 
the CES Fall Forum. Throughout this, I made connections with some key informants and 
gravitated to observing their work more closely than the work of other individuals at the school. I 
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chose these ‘gatekeepers’ (Creswell, 2012) because I saw their work as particularly relevant to 
answering my research questions, and because I had developed a good relationship with them.  
From September through December, I spent approximately 7-10 hours per week at the 
school. As I gained access to more teacher meetings, I increased my time at the school to 20-30 
hours per week. Given the nature of the school schedule, most of my observations were in the 
mornings on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays, as this is when the majority of the teacher 
meetings occur.  
 Throughout the study I took notes in my password protected Evernote account. I recorded 
what I saw, what I heard, what I assumed, and how the teachers and administrators reacted. The 
more time I spent in the field, the more focused my observation notes became. I also took many 
pictures of the various events that I attended as well as pictures of the school and student 
activities. Because the general content of the teacher meetings center on discussing sensitive 
student information, I was not given permission to audio record any of the meetings. I tried to 
type the conversations in the meetings as accurately as I could. To maintain a sense of anonymity 
of student identity in my data, I did not record any student’s name. For each meeting I numbered 
the students in the order they were discussed (e.g., S1, S2, S3).  
Interviews 
 I used the data collected during participant observation to shape the interview portion of 
this research. I structured these interviews on the themes of trust and belonging within a 
community and academic differentiation. In the recruitment email to parents, teachers, and 
students, I explained to them that the purpose of my dissertation was to study the progressive 
model of education to understand how schools build a diverse, trust-based community, and 
provide individualized education for students. I went on to explain that from my observations, I 
had come up with a definition for each of the topics and that I was interested in understanding 
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their perspective on each topic. I provided a working definition of trust and belonging within a 
community, explaining that I thought it meant that individuals know and follow the rules and 
norms of the community, and when they fail to do so trust is broken, and all parties involved 
must work to restore the trust. The working definition that I provided to potential participants for 
academic differentiation was that teachers recognize that everyone learns differently, and they 
work to craft learning experiences that meet the needs of all types of learners. This, I explained, 
is accomplished not only by planning on the part of the individual teacher, but through 
communication between the advisors and teachers, as well as by students advocating for their 
own learning needs. During the interviews, I explained these concepts and asked participants to 
discuss the topics as they pertained to their lives and experiences. The reason I provided my own 
definitions for the participants in my recruitment letter was because, “the essence of ethnography 
is the tension between trying to understand people’s perspective from the inside while also 
viewing them and their behavior more distantly, in ways that may be alien (and perhaps even 
objectionable) to them” (Hammersley, 2006, p. 11). With this in mind, I wanted to understand 
any potential tensions they may have with the way I had characterized their school.  
As I explained in the participant section above, I conducted focus groups with two groups 
of students and two groups of teachers. I also conducted individual semi-structured interviews 
with administrators and two teachers who were unable to attend the focus groups, but still 
wanted to participate. My reason for wanting to interview the administrators individually was to 
get a sense of their job and understand how each role functions within the organization. 
Therefore, these interviews were more specific to provide me with an overview of the 
administrative structure at the school. During the informal interviews that occurred during my 
observation, I tended to ask questions about what I saw and heard. These informal conversations 
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were a way for me to check my understanding of a situation as it was happening or immediately 
thereafter.  
All of the formal interviews and focus groups were audio recorded using my smart 
phone. Immediately after each interview, I saved the audio file into my password protected 
Evernote account and deleted it from my phone. I transcribed each interview soon after I had 
conducted it and used the transcriptions for coding and analysis.  
Document Review 
The text-based data in this study included both primary and secondary data (Schensul, 
2008). The primary data documents were interview transcripts, memos and field notes from 
observations, photographs taken, and diagrams drawn during observations. The secondary data 
documents used in this study were: the school mission, vision, website and other promotional 
materials, training documents, and curriculum documents, meeting minutes, and faculty and 
student handbooks, and Twitter and Facebook posts that came from the school’s official account. 
Additionally, in an informal interview with one of the school’s more senior staff, he shared some 
documents from the Coalition of Essential Schools dating back to the early 1990’s. These 
documents were invaluable in my analysis of the school’s diversity and equity processes, as 
described in Chapter 5. While I did make use of the extensive historical and professional 
development documents on the CES website, these particular documents are no longer archived 
there. 
Data Analysis 
 My analysis of my participant observation began as I entered the field, and was ongoing 
through my study. I wrote weekly (sometimes daily) analytic memos that served to document my 
thoughts on my observations (Maxwell, 2013; Van Maanen, 2011; Wolf, 1992). In these memos, 
I wrote questions that I thought would be relevant in future observations, as well as reminders for 
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myself to understand my thought process at the time. I made connections to relevant theories and 
extant research, my own previous experiences, and the expectations that I had at the outset of the 
study. It was helpful for me to think of these memos as commentary (Fabian, 2008). To do so, 
Fabian (2008) instructs that ethnographers "should not feel compelled to write comments that fit 
a mold or come out as standardized elements; we should pick them up in whatever shape they 
come and put them together in a structure that holds up" (p. 12). In doing so, I was careful to 
note when my data aligned with these external sources of influences, as well as when the reality 
of the situation was different from my theoretical understanding. I also noted my decision 
making process that guided who, what, and where I observed and what aspects of my 
observations I chose to report on. It was through these memos that I was able to “ask questions 
of the data… in ways that allow(ed) (me) to see patterns, identify themes, discover relationships, 
develop explanations, make interpretations, mount critiques, or generate theories” (Hatch, 2002, 
p. 148). This practice was useful in that it helped me categorize and interpret what I was seeing 
and connect it back to my research questions in order to reveal the data necessary to answer the 
questions I posed (Hatch, 2002; Maxwell, 2013; Wolcott, 2008).  
 The process of writing analytic memos shaped my data collection because I was more 
attuned to what data I was finding, as opposed to what I thought I would find (Hatch, 2002). In 
this way, my data collection and analytic memoing were recursive, meaning that each practice 
was nested within the other. This was particularly helpful in designing the interview portion of 
my study. I began my participant observation and analytic memoing in August 2015, at the start 
of the school year. I did not begin the interview process until March 2016. I wanted to be sure 
that I had an understanding of the school, its culture, and its structure before interviewing 
teachers, administrators, and students. By reviewing my analytic memos before creating my 
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interview protocols, I was able to construct questions that would elicit reflections from members 
of the school community that would provide meaningful context to my observations. I 
approached data collection and analysis as an iterative process, which helped me monitor my 
bias (Creswell, 2012; Fabian, 2008; Maxwell, 2013). Because I wanted to understand the 
practices as they happen and as they are understood at the school, I was ever mindful of my own 
previous experience in school. Through analytic memoing and constant interpretation and 
evaluation of the data, I was able to observe my own biases and preconceptions about the school, 
the teachers, and their practices, and therefore was better able to separate what I wanted to find 
from what I was actually finding (Saldaña, 2013; Wolcott, 2008).   
Throughout my participant observation, I had organized my observation notes by day, 
noting the time, the type of event, the participants in that event, and the actions and dialogue that 
were relevant to my study. I organized my notes in Evernote, by creating a new note for each 
day. After I left the field, I re-organized my observation notes according to the type of event I 
had observed. I made separate Word documents for each of the following categories: classes, 
advisories, Feedback meetings Support Team meetings, Advisor Support meetings, curriculum 
meetings, staff meetings, meetings where the whole school was present (i.e., morning meeting, 
town hall meeting, community meeting), Coffee with the Head meetings, and extracurricular 
events. I then read through each of the each of the sets of notes individually. At this point, I 
began to analyze my interview data. I had transcribed each interview shortly after conducting it. 
Then, when I was out of the field and was analyzing my data as a whole, I listened to each 
recording two more times to verify my transcription as well as to develop familiarity and to 
identify initial patters. I connected these patterns back to my emergent themes and codes that I 
was noticing in my observation notes. In subsequent readings of both my observation notes and 
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my interview transcriptions, I used colored text to identify broad categories and preliminary 
codes. This initial coding served as a first, close reading of the data to annotate it for all of the 
possible main ideas and concepts of interest that may arise or prove to be of interest in the data 
(Benaquisto, 2008; Creswell, 2012; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldaña, 2013). 
After creating preliminary codes of the initial themes, ideas, and relationships that I could 
relate back to my research questions, I went back to composing analytic memos to capture my 
emerging ideas (Maxwell, 2013). At that point, my analytic memos led me to reorganizing the 
preliminary codes by themes. Once the codes were grouped by themes, I distilled each theme 
into 5-15 word statements. I attempted to include as much of the original language as much as 
possible. I then imported the preliminary codes into The Brain, a mapping software, to visualize 
how the potential codes might relate to one another categorically. In The Brain software, I 
created a node on a mind map for each preliminary code. I attached illustrative quotes from my 
data to each of these nodes. I then was able to draw connections between the preliminary codes 
to explore how I conceptualized them to be connected, while at the same time stay grounded in 
the data.  
In a further iteration of the analysis, I reflected on how the preliminary codes aligned 
with existing theories of expansive learning and progressive education. This led me to create two 
types of “messy situational maps” (Clarke, 2003, p. 562). Clarke (2003) proposed that initial 
codes should be mapped out into a visual framework to explore the three analytical areas into 
which the data could fall. She explains that these maps can take three different forms: “maps of 
situations, including all the key human and non-human elements, maps of social worlds and 
arenas, and maps of positionality along salient analytic axes” (Clarke, 2003, p. 553). In one set of 
maps, I aligned the preliminary codes to the 10 CES common principles. In the other set of maps, 
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I worked to visualize the conflicts and negotiations between all of the human and non-human 
actors that influence one another in an activity system. I then coded my interview and 
observation data to reflect these maps. I did this in two rounds. First I looked for further evidence 
of the 10 CES common principles at work. In doing so, I used the common principles as a priori 
codes (Creswell, 2012; Saldaña, 2013). In the second round of coding based on the mapping, I 
looked for conflicts indicative of activity systems and expansive learning. Examples of codes 
that emerged in this round include: curriculum differentiation; balancing the needs of the 
individual with needs of community; fostering self-advocacy in students; setting and achieving 
goals with students; trusting others and/or the school, and balancing the role of advisor with the 
role of teacher. 
In order to evolve my codes into themes and then findings, I mapped out further 
connections in The Brain, to show how the factors, themes, and codes interact with one another 
(Clarke, 2003). I then wrote corresponding analytic memos to explain the connections I was 
making between the structure of the advisory system meetings, the positionality of the meeting 
participants, and the outcomes of their interactions (Benaquisto, 2008; Maxwell, 2013). 
Understanding the connections between the codes allowed me to map my data onto my findings 
(Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).  
Involving Participants in Analysis 
As I developed findings, I assessed my evolving understanding of the data with those 
suggested by prior research on activity systems. I actively sought respondent validation, which is 
crucial for identifying researcher bias, and to ensure that I was not misinterpreting participants’ 
experiences (Maxwell, 2013). I maintained contact with key participants throughout the analysis 
process, and asked them to read early drafts of my analysis and provide feedback and additional 
clarifying information. Sofia, the main participant I follow in Chapter Four read two early drafts 
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of that chapter and provided me with substantive revisions to better shape the way I portrayed 
her thinking. Jonelle, the Director of Technology and Gretchen, the Director of Admissions and 
College Counseling, each read Chapter Five one time. Jonelle’s comments helped me to better 
clarify the difficult work of engaging students and faculty in conversations around race. 
Gretchen’s suggestions served as support to better describe the history and structure of the 
school. Janis, the Director of Learning Support, read Chapter Six twice. With her help, I was 
better able to narrow my focus and eliminate unnecessary student profiles that both cluttered the 
analysis and compromised student identity. Additionally, I presented my initial findings to the 
whole school during an in-service in February. At that time, I also shared a draft of an article that 
expands the analysis found in Chapter Six. Many teachers shared with me that they had read the 
article and found that I had successfully reported on their experiences. While these comments did 
not further my analysis, they were salient because they validated that my analysis aligned with 
teachers’ reality.  
Validity and Reliability  
As explained above, the planning of each iteration of data collection and analysis in this 
study relied heavily on understanding how individual participants make sense of their daily 
reality at school. In this way I was able to practice reflexivity in my data collection and analysis. 
Davies (1999) explained that reflexivity is a practice through which “the products of research are 
affected by the personnel and processes of doing research” which is “particularly salient for 
ethnographic research in which the involvement of the researcher in the society and culture of 
those being studied is particularly close” (p. 4). Because of my own position as a teacher turned 
researcher, this sense reflexivity allowed me to remain mindful of how my previous experiences 
shaped my understanding of the experiences of the Castanea teachers. I used my analytic memos 
to alert me to instances of bias and conflated experiences.  
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A second measure of validity in ethnographic research is to triangulate the data sources. I 
collected data from a variety of sources and used multiple data collection instruments. 
Triangulation of the data attempts to reduce the bias that may be inherent in data collected using 
only one source or only one instrument (Creswell, 2000, 2012; Hatch, 2002; Maxwell, 2013). As 
account of the data analysis methods above show, I read through all of the data sources several 
times and performed multiple iterations of coding. This was done with the intention of aligning 
my findings and data from different points throughout the year and connecting the data to the 
research questions as well as to existing theories behind both activity systems and progressive 
education.   
To aid in the systematic organization of the data, I typed and recorded all interview 
transcripts, field notes, memos, and other data in my password protected Evernote filing 
application. I tagged all of the entries by date and key words for ease of searching and 
organizing. As a back up, I saved the Evernote notes periodically as locked, password protected 
.pdf files and stored them in the my password protected dropbox account created solely to house 
this data. All data will was stored and archived per the regulations set forth by Drexel 
University’s IRB. 
 This chapter has outlined the study design and the methodological and analytical 
procedures I went through to conduct it. To review, through this study, I aim to understand three 
things: what progressive pedagogy means to the teachers at Castanea, what structures support 
their progressive educational practices, and the ways in which teachers learn, negotiate, and 
practice their progressive pedagogy. In Chapter Four, I follow one teacher through her day to 
provide an intimate glimpse into how she understands her role as a progressive educator and how 
she navigates the structure of the school. In Chapter Five, I explore how the CES principle of 
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equity and democracy has shaped the structure of the school by outlining how Castanea’s 
policies and practices directly impact their ability to provide an equitable education to a diverse 
student body. Then in Chapter Six, I return to my theoretical framework to understand how 
teachers learn individually and in collaborative communities to support, sustain, and negotiate 
their roles at the school.   
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Chapter 4: The Structure of Everyday for Castanea Teachers 
 In order to understand the context of progressive education at Castanea, it is first 
necessary to fully understand the daily practices and procedures at the school. In this chapter, it 
is my aim to answer the research question: How is progressive schooling put into practice at the 
Castanea School, and what does it mean to the leaders and teachers involved in practicing it 
there? To do so, I have chosen to follow a typical day in the life of Sofia, the school’s 9th and 
10th grade English teacher. Not all of the events described below occurred in once consecutive 
day. The day is a compilation of my time spent with Sofia. As I mentioned in Chapter One, I met 
Sofia during my first visit to the school. I spent two weeks in the spring of 2014 as a substitute 
teacher in her class. I also substituted for her for one week in the spring of 2016. As I explained 
in Chapter Three, during the course of my study, I attempted to spend a minimum of three class 
periods per week observing academic lessons. In doing so, I observed in Sofia’s class 
approximately one period every other week. And typical of most advisories, I observed Sofia’s 
advisory period once a month. The majority of my time as participant observer was spent in 
various teacher meetings, so I observed Sofia and her colleagues weekly as they participated in 
these meetings. Additionally, some of the data in this chapter comes from an in-depth semi-
structured interview that I had with Sofia. It lasted approximately one hour. Sofia is a very open, 
candid woman, and because of this, I often went to her when I had questions about things I did 
not understand at the school. Some of those more informal conversations are incorporated here, 
as well. Sofia read and commented on early drafts of this chapter, and her feedback and 
suggestions helped guide my analysis.  
Early morning at Castanea  
 At 7:40 on a Monday morning in mid May, Sofia pulls into the driveway of the old 
manor house turned school. The gray slate shingles, stately wooden door and green, wooded 
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campus, now in the full bloom of early summer greet her as she arrives to get things organized 
before the swirling chaos of the day ensues. She reflects on the ten years that she has been 
teaching 9th and 10th grade English here at Castanea and compares it to her six years teaching in 
a traditional, public school. This school is different, that’s for sure. She tries to put her finger on 
what makes it so different, and a few obvious points stand out. There are no bells to signal the 
change between classes. Students do not need late passes to get from one class to the next if they 
need to stay behind to talk with the teacher. And, if a student has an issue to discuss, or a triumph 
to share, this personal information often earns precedence in the classroom agenda over 
curriculum. The students call teachers by their first names, the school has unstructured time 
scheduled daily for advisors to meet with their advisory of 6-10 students with the purpose of 
getting to know one another, grow a sense of community, and set and monitor academic, social, 
and behavioral goals. The school does not have sports teams, nor do they rank students by their 
grades. They work to avoid pitting students against one another in competition. And there is a 
chicken coop in the back yard that teachers and students work together to maintain. The energy 
that Sofia feels in the school is different than anywhere else she has ever worked or visited.  
 Sofia enters the main door of the school into a large foyer with a fireplace framed by 
wingback chairs and a large curving spiral staircase to the upper floor. She greets the office 
manager and moves beyond the front desk into the teacher workspace that is equipped with copy 
machines, mail slots, a water cooler, a workbench, and office supplies. She sees Leana, her 
teammate, the 9-10 history teacher, and they discuss the logistics of how they are planning to 
help one student on a particular assignment. Leana reminds her about the plan they had made last 
week for another student’s make-up work. Sofia and Leana have been working at Castanea 
together since Leana joined the school five years ago. They also worked together previously at 
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the same public school. Sofia and Leana have spent a lot of time comparing their two 
experiences. One of the most striking differences is that through the support and organization of 
their advisory system, the conversations they have about the students here at Castanea are so 
much more productive and solution oriented. Advisors know their advisees well and are 
encouraged to act as advocates to help other teachers best handle each child’s idiosyncrasies. In 
their large public school, Sofia and Leana found their discussions about difficult students always 
seemed to carry a tone of distress and frustration about not being able to do anything for the 
student in the short amount of time they had in class.  
 At 7:50, Sofia hears Neal enter and greets everyone in the foyer by name. He asks both 
teachers and students how they are doing and how they are feeling. For those who have missed 
school, he advises them to check out their missing work. Students, who to this point had been 
shuffling in, oblivious to the world of adult conversation going on around them, get actively 
engaged in conversation. Neal holds simultaneous conversations with almost everyone in the 
foyer. The energy and effort he puts into connecting with everyone brings the entryway to life.   
 Mary, the 11-12 English teacher and Patty, the 11-12 learning support teacher are in the 
teacher workroom discussing some logistics of planning an upcoming project. Because this 
project spans across classes, they are not sure who will enter grades and comments into the grade 
book software. This is a question for Luke, the Assistant Head of School, who is already in 
his office is at the top of the curved grand staircase. Mary, instead of walking up the stairs, goes 
half way up and shouts her question up to him. He shouts an answer down from his office. As 
Sofia walks out of the teacher work room to go to her classroom and sees this, she thinks that the 
way Mary climbs a few stairs, hangs on to the bannister, and twists her body to yell up the stairs 
reminds her of her sons at home yelling upstairs to ask her to bring something down for them, 
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more so than a teacher asking advice from an Assistant Head of School.  
 Throughout the last ten years, Sofia has reflected on the fact that the school community 
really does feel like family. She attributes this to all of the team building they do – from the 
welcome back barbecue, to the teamwork behind the arts festivals, to the fact that they all go to 
prom and a formal senior dinner together. This teamwork goes beyond celebrations, though. It is 
what supports them as they work through all of the difficulties inherent in providing a 
personalized plan of study to each of their students. Just like in any family, teachers are active 
participants in their students’ lives, and this includes guiding them through the tumultuous 
process of growing up. Additionally, because the school strives to be both diverse and close-knit, 
they often confront issues of difference in a straightforward way – always mindful of both the 
individual students or teachers and the role they and their actions play in the larger school 
community.  
Morning Meeting 
 At 8:10, as Sofia is getting her classroom ready for her first class of students, she hears 
Neal above her on second floor walks through the hall way shouting, “mooooorning meeting – 
woooooo!” at the top of his voice every few seconds. Sofia knows Neal prefers being a personal 
intercom instead of using the telephone intercom system because he gets to see and greet 
everyone who is still lingering in the hallways and classrooms. It is as if he is taking the pulse of 
the school before the daily morning meeting where the whole school - students, teachers, staff, 
administrators  - gather to make announcements before they start classes for the day. Morning 
meeting shapes the Castanea school day. It is another example of how they build their 
community on a daily basis. Everyone attends and is welcome to make any announcement that is 
personally relevant to them. Sofia feels that it is a meaningful time and space for everyone – 
teachers and students – to connect with one another and transition into their school day. 
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 Sofia meets up with Neal as he makes his way to the first floor to continue his energetic 
announcement. As she reaches the stairs that lead to the basement, where morning meeting is 
held, there are still knots of people gathered in conversation in the foyer. Most of them are 
teachers talking with other teachers and some teachers talking to students, but no knots of just 
students. Neal shouts, “moooorrrrrnnnnning meeeeeeeeting - whoooooooo!”and claps his 
hands as he walks past them. These knots break up and follow him down the stairs to the 
commons. 
 In the commons area, which is the open basement lunchroom space, the entire student 
body is there - approximately 100 students. Some of them are sitting in groups, some in pairs, 
some alone, headphones in, some playing cards, some cuddling with one another. The cement 
room with battleship gray floors and white walls adorned with artwork is a cacophony of noise. 
There are two deep benches built into the perimeter wall of the room. Four large basement 
windows with window seats allow for a surprising amount of ambient light. The built in benches 
and window seats are crawling with students; so full that some of them spill down onto the floor. 
There are three long, industrial lunchroom tables, the kind with round stools attached along 
either side. These are also full of students who sit not only on the stools, but also on each other’s 
laps and on the tables themselves. The teachers, for the most part, stand in front of the serving 
window that separates the kitchen from the commons. Like the students, they are in conversation 
with one another. A lot of them – both adults and students are clutching morning cups of coffee. 
At least four of the approximately 25 adults in attendance make it a point to separate themselves 
from the other teachers and sit with students.  
 Because Castanea is a dog friendly school, there is also a large black poodle, a very small 
Chihuahua, and a medium sized boxer in attendance. Sofia often brings her dog on Fridays. At 
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8:20, while the stragglers are scurrying in, Neal begins the meeting and everyone more or less 
quiets down. While he talks, Sofia and Glenda, the school’s business manager, quietly survey the 
group, taking attendance - Glenda is looking for middle school students, and Sofia is 
checking the upper school. Neal quickly goes through the agenda of the meeting. As he does 
everyday, he tells the students that day’s schedule, and then announces a scheduling adjustment 
for the seniors for that afternoon. Neal started a new initiative to use food waste to feed the 
chickens, so he thanks the group for separating their food scraps from the trash to save for the 
chickens. He alludes to a serious announcement he will make at the end of the meeting 
 The next agenda item is to go over the minutes of the town hall meeting they had 
recently. Town hall meetings are a space for all teachers and students to come together for two 
hours on a Friday afternoon to discuss important issues of concern to the whole school 
community. Student representatives from each advisory come together to set the agenda for the 
town hall. They meet with Neal to discuss the concerns that their advisories feel should be 
addressed. Quite often, these are nebulous, systemic problems, like addressing bias and 
prejudice. Neal guides the students through a process of pinpointing and framing the issues into 
productive discussions. Neal builds this time in to the process because he firmly believes that 
students are the heart of the school and should take an active part in voicing and addressing 
issues of concern to them.  
 After the town hall debriefing, Neal asks for other announcements from the assembled 
group. One teacher discusses the senior class schedule change, another has information about his 
activity, while a third announces that her daughter’s school was off for the day, so she is visiting 
and shadowing someone on the 9-10 team. This gets a round of applause and a warm welcome 
from the students. Gretchen, the director of admissions and college counseling announces 
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a college representative visit. There is no scheduled location for this talk, yet so Gretchen asks 
the teachers for an open room, and those who have space offer to share.  A senior is working on 
his graduation by exhibition portfolio and is doing a project on how people with different 
learning styles learn. He asks for students who are comfortable talking about learning to 
volunteer for his study.  
 When all of the announcements have been made, Sofia and Glenda call out the names of 
the students who are missing from the attendance sheets. The friends of the missing students call 
out things like, ‘she’s here, she’s upstairs,’ ‘his train’s late,’ or ‘no, I haven’t seen her today.’ 
Before morning meeting adjourns, Neal has a serious announcement. He says, “There is a 
student who is missing $40 from her backpack. I don’t know about you, but I don’t like how this 
makes me feel. I trust this place, and now that this has happened, it’s made me think twice. I’m 
used to leaving my things around and my office open when I’m not there, but now this makes me 
feel uncomfortable. We’re a trust-based community. That’s how we run our school. My 
assumption is that this was a mistake, or an error in judgment. My expectation is that this money 
will show up. Maybe it will be in the office lost and found, maybe it will be returned directly, 
maybe it will be given to me, or the office manager at the front desk, or another teacher, but I 
feel confident that this money will come back. We need to be able to trust one another, and I 
don’t know about you, but I don’t like how uncomfortable I feel when I can’t trust people. I 
don’t want to have to be constantly worrying about my things.”  Sofia appreciates how Neal 
handles issues like this one. No matter what the issue is, he takes the time to understand it from 
all angles, and when he can see the scope of a problem, he handles the discipline in a way that is 
appropriate to the situation. Sometimes the students and teachers who are not privy to all of the 
dimensions of an issue see his discipline decisions as unfair. In these cases, Neal openly explains 
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how he came to his decision. Sofia knows that Neal works hard to make sure his decisions are 
equitable, if not always equal, and this is often hard for high school students to understand.  
 Morning meeting adjourns at 8:35 and the noise level returns to the cacophony it was 
before the meeting began. The teachers and students all file out of the meeting in clusters and 
make their way to class to start the day. As they reach the top of the stairs and return to the main 
entryway, some of them stop there to wait for others. There are multiple conversations going on - 
teachers with other teachers, students with teachers, and students with students. The commotion 
in the hallway dies down as people make it to their respective classes. In Sofia’s class, students 
file into her room, dumping their bags onto the tables and the floor. Some of them are in a heated 
debate about a video game that they all play, while others ask her questions about the agenda.  
A Block: Intensive Class and Intense Behavior Management 
 Sofia lets her A Block students get settled and most of them get their journals out and get 
organized for the class. At 8:40, she starts the class by reading them today’s journal topic that 
she wrote on the white board. She asks them to get out their study guides so she can skim 
through their answers to see how much of a review of the reading she has to do before she gets 
into her lesson. She assigned about 30 pages of the novel for them to read over the weekend. 
They have an accompanying study guide with comprehension questions to keep track of the 
characters and plot throughout the novel. This is useful for students to easily find the main events 
and important parts of the book when they write their final analysis paper at the end of the 
unit. This group is Sofia’s intensive class. Each of the core subjects offers intensive and non-
intensive options in 9-12 grades. These classes are designed to go at a faster pace and involve 
deeper, more rigorous work. Depending on the year and the students, Sofia sometimes gives the 
intensive class a heavier workload, sometimes she designs additional or modified assignments to 
allow them to go deeper into the topic at hand, and sometimes she chooses an entirely different 
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text for them to read. Students self select to take intensive classes, and at any point throughout 
the year, if a student or teacher feels that the intensive class is too strenuous for an individual, the 
teacher, the advisor, the student, and the Director of Learning Support meet to discuss the option 
of changing the student’s schedule. Conversely, if a student in a non-intensive class feels the 
need for more of a challenge, they discuss the logistics of placing the student into an intensive 
class.   
 As the students finish their journal entry, Sofia asks them to share their responses. The 
journal entries are often provocative questions designed to let the kids think deeper about a 
character or an event. Often she asks them to put themselves in a character’s shoes, or compare a 
situation a character is dealing with to a situation in their own lives. She usually lets the students 
read their responses and react to one another. By supporting them to critically analyze their lives 
and the lives of the characters, and by giving them time to talk through their analysis, Sofia tries 
to show them that their voices and opinions are important. Because a lot of the journal entries are 
designed to be reflective and she encourages students to share personal information, sometimes 
students share controversial opinions and perspectives. When this happens, Sofia tries to model 
effective strategies for listening to and disagreeing with others.  
 Through their admissions process, (described in detail in Chapter Five) the admissions 
team tries to cultivate a diverse student body. One facet of this diversity is social, emotional, 
cognitive, and academic ability. Castanea students fall along a continuum of strengths and 
abilities in all of these areas. For Jared , a ninth grade boy who struggles to express his anger and 
defiance appropriately, this skill of respectful disagreement is particularly difficult. Jared and his 
advisor have been working on his goal to control his temper and remain respectful to his teachers 
and classmates. However, Mondays are difficult for Jared because he struggles to transition 
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‘school mode’. He makes snide comments about the characters, the journal topic, and Sofia’s 
mannerisms when dealing with the other students. At the beginning of the school year, Jared 
would challenge Sofia’s authority by questioning her rules and the validity of what she was 
teaching. Jared did this with his other teachers as well. The 9/10 teachers have met with both 
Jared and Regina, his advisor on multiple occasions to come up with workable solutions to help 
Jared remain respectful in class. They have gotten to a point where Jared is able to recognize 
when he is behaving in this manner. Sofia goes over to Jared’s seat and talks quietly to him. 
They agree to use the most effective means that they have found to help Jared address his 
disrespectful behavior. This solution is for Sofia to call Regina when it happens, and usually 
she is able to help Jared process through his anger in a matter of minutes. The root cause of Jared 
’s disrespect is not Sofia, or any of his other teachers for that matter. Jared has shared a lot of 
information about his life outside of school with Regina, and because of this trusting 
relationship, she has become adept at helping Jared to regain his respectfulness and return to 
class quickly. Luckily, Regina has a prep period at this time, so within five minutes, Jared has 
begun to calm down and is able to return to class. Sofia is glad because Jared is one of the most 
insightful members of the class, and will often explain things about what they are reading in a 
way that engages the other students in the class to think more critically. He actively participates 
throughout the rest of the class. As he leaves, Sofia stops him to congratulate him on his ability 
to turn his behavior around and be a productive member of a successful class.  
B Block: Using Literature to Facilitate Difficult Conversations about Race 
 At 9:25, Sofia’s second class enters. This is not an intensive class, so there is a different 
journal prompt on the white board for them to write about. The students get their journals, and 
with a little prodding they get to work writing their reflection. Sofia feels this group of students 
is her most challenging. There are two outspoken young ladies in this class who come from very 
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different backgrounds, and their perspectives are most often at odds with one another. The theme 
across the 9-10 team this year is ‘identity,’ so Sofia has chosen books and assignments to help 
the students explore who they are and who they want to become. In the last few years, Sofia has 
realized that many of students in her class struggle with understanding their racial identity. 
Because of this struggle, she chose to teach To Kill A Mockingbird by Harper Lee. Her goal in 
teaching it is to honor the need for students to discuss the salience of their racial identity by 
helping them to relate to the characters, the story, and the history of racism in the United States. 
In B block, Sofia has had particular difficulty facilitating conversations around racial identities 
because the budding identities of some of the students are often in opposition to one another. On 
one side of this is Lisha, a tenth grader who identifies as having a mixed racial background. She 
has been involved in the Student Perspectives Committee, a group that aims to raise awareness 
about diversity and social justice at the school, for two years. Through it, she feels like she 
has developed her voice as an activist against discrimination. Lisha has noticed that a lot of her 
White classmates are much less sensitive to race, and some make discriminatory comments, 
often without realizing they are doing so. In instances like this, Lisha feels the need to speak up 
and let her classmates know that what they are saying is hurtful to her and others. This has led 
her into some heated racial debates in English class, particularly with a conservative, White 
classmate who does not recognize systemic racial bias because it is far removed from her own 
experience. Sofia finds balancing the needs and opinions of these two passionate, outspoken 
young women challenging because each of them steadfastly believes that her position is correct. 
They both have a case of self-centered teenage myopia that makes it difficult to understand how 
the other came to hold her beliefs.   
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 Sofia organizes the daily journal writing activity as a way of creating a space in the 
class for students to express their feelings and opinions, whether or not they share these out loud 
with the class. Encouraging the students to be open is a process that takes most of the year. It 
requires that students first trust her and then trust their classmates. The more trust they can build 
as a group, the more comfortable they are examining themselves and their worldviews. Sofia 
uses this trust as a jumping point to ask students to critically examine the world around them, 
particularly issues of injustice, and work toward creating positive, individual change.  
 Sofia chooses the literature that they read in class to be particularly evocative so that she 
can push students out of their personal comfort space to explore other perspectives and honor the 
perspectives of others. Her main way of doing that is through the conversations they have around 
the journals. At the beginning of the year, she tells students: ‘I'm going to ask you to be open and 
honest’ and ‘I'm going to ask you to say things that you might not feel comfortable with.’ Often 
she opens herself up to share personal stories saying: ‘I had this really bad experience where 
something similar happened’ or ‘I'm in a really terrible mood because of this.’ She puts effort 
into showing students how to share difficult things in a safe way.  When students share difficult 
things in class, she models empathy and sympathy by saying things like ‘oh that must have been 
hard for you’ and thanks them for sharing. Often, if students share something that triggered a 
difficult emotion for them, she will seek them out later in the day, usually in advisory, for a 
follow-up conversation to help them talk through the experience so that the negative emotions do 
not linger. When she goes to talk to a student outside of class like this, Sofia generally follows up 
with advisors or social workers about the incident.     
 Sofia has had many conversations in and out of class with Lisha and her advisor. She 
appreciates Lisha’s perspective and desire to educate her classmates and wants to support her. 
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But Sofia feels that she is lacking the professional skills to effectively facilitate the heated 
discussions that arise between Lisha and her peers. This is not the first time Sofia has recognized 
this area for growth. In previous years, she has discussed it with Neal, who has arranged multiple 
external and internal professional development opportunities for all teachers in how to engage 
students in difficult conversations.  
 She is grateful for the trainings she has had in the past, but Sofia recognizes that she 
needs more. At the beginning of this school year, Sofia reached out to Jonelle, one of the leaders 
of the Student Perspectives Committee. Jonelle has given in-house professional development to 
the staff about issues of diversity. Sofia sees Jonelle and the Student Perspectives Committee 
often because they meet in her room at lunch every Thursday and Friday. She feels tempted to 
stay and listen to their meetings to observe how Jonelle facilitates these discussions, but usually 
she leaves to give them privacy. Sofia and Jonelle have had many conversations throughout the 
year about how to discuss racism as it is dealt with in To Kill A Mockingbird.  
 Ultimately, Sofia designed her lessons around the history of the novel. She began with 
the case of the Scottsboro Boys – nine African American teenage boys falsely accused of raping 
two White women in Alabama in 1931, and how that incident was indicative of racism in the 
U.S. at the time. They read primary sources, which Leana incorporated into history class. They 
also talked about race in terms of the ideal legal system. Atticus Finch, the story’s main character 
claims that the courts are this country’s one great equalizer; however, in real life, as in the 
novel, the courtroom is not an ideal, un-biased space. Sofia brought in articles to study the 
statistics of sentencing so students could understand how race impacted the prison population.  
 When they began To Kill A Mockingbird, they discussed the racially charged words in the 
book. Sofia made it clear that while the language in the book is historically accurate for the 
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characters to have used, given the advances in civil rights and social justice that have occurred in 
the US in the last nearly 100 years, students were not permitted to read, quote, or use racial slurs 
out loud in class. Instead, they came up with a list of more respectful ways of paraphrasing the 
language used in the book. By rooting the conversation in history and facts, they were able to 
establish evidence-based discussions of race. By talking about fictional characters as opposed to 
sharing personal, emotionally charged experiences, students found it easier to have difficult 
conversations. 
 Sofia knew that she had achieved a safe classroom environment when some of her 
students felt comfortable enough to admit that they hear language at home that they would not be 
allowed to use in class, and the rest of the class responded with empathy. As they near the end of 
the novel, Sofia has seen a change in her students. They are better able to appreciate different 
viewpoints and hear and honor what their classmates are saying, even if they disagree with it. In 
these discussions, Sofia knows that she cannot please all of her students, but she feels that those 
who have been really invested in it and have really struggled through it have ultimately felt safe 
and felt heard and hopefully got to a point where they were able to read and analyze and look at 
racism and injustice through their own lens and felt good about their growth in doing so.  
 Sofia attributes some of her success to joining the Adult Perspectives Committee when it 
began in March. Jonelle and Chloe, the co-facilitators of the Student Perspectives Committee 
convened the Adult Perspectives Committee to bring the faculty and staff together to discuss 
their own understandings of race and social justice. In their first two meetings, the committee has 
worked on skills to help them better facilitate difficult discussions in their classrooms around 
race, privilege, and inequality. Sofia feels that these two meetings have helped her to become 
more active in challenging students to be aware of and question their privilege. 
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Break and Advisory 
 At 10:11, the whole school has a 10-minute break. Some students use this time to run to 
the commons area to get a snack, others have snacks they brought from home. The halls are full 
of knots of students talking excitedly about their weekends, or upcoming plans for prom. Some 
teachers are in the hallway, but like Sofia, most of them stay in their rooms to talk with students 
or to do some quick clean up between class and advisory. At 10:20, most of Sofia’s advisees are 
sitting in her room finishing their snacks. A few of their friends are in her classroom as well. She 
asks them to go to their own advisories, and after some grumbling they leave.  
 This year, Sofia has a co-advisor. Jake is new this year, and as with all new teachers, he 
has been paired with an experienced advisor for his first year to learn the protocols for Castanea's 
unique advisory system. The advisory system is in place to ensure that students do not "fall 
through the cracks" like many of them had done in the more traditional schools – both public and 
private – that they were in before coming to Castanea. Sofia explained to Jake that this system 
revolves around meetings, communication, flexibility, and trust. Each advisory is made up of 6-
10 students. Gretchen, the Director of Admissions carefully monitors the make-up of 
personalities in each advisory so that when a new student enters the school, she works to 
understand the student’s personality and match their needs with an advisor who can best 
understand how to meet them where they are. Sofia often marvels at how Gretchen does this - in 
Sofia’s mind Gretchen seems to work like the Hogwart’s sorting hat in Harry Potter.   
 Sofia and Jake meet with their advisory twice a day - 15 minutes now, and another 10 
minutes before last period. During these advisory times, Sofia talks to her advisees sometimes 
individually, and sometimes as a whole group. They set academic, behavioral, and/or social 
goals, and develop plans to meet those goals. When her students are having particular difficulties 
meeting their goals, Sofia will check on them throughout the day to offer guidance and extra 
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help, just like Regina did with Jared earlier. 
C Block: Aligning Curriculum to Graduation by Exhibition 
 At 10:34, Sofia’s advisory leaves and her C block students file in. In addition to planning 
her lessons around issues of social justice, Sofia also considers how her lessons prepare students 
for their graduation exhibitions that they begin work on in the spring of their junior year. In order 
to graduate, each student must demonstrate mastery on fifteen different graduation exhibitions. 
These exhibitions all have explicit directions and rubrics, and at least two faculty members 
evaluate each exhibition. Throughout the year Sofia designs opportunities for students to practice 
the skills that students will need to master to graduate (e.g.: oral and written communication 
skills, literary analysis, persuasive writing, historical analysis, critical thinking research and 
information fluency, and creative expression). Additionally, she makes sure to give students time 
to practice the writing process and editing and responding to constructive feedback. Sofia is very 
familiar with the senior work process because she teaches a senior work class where she 
supervises eight seniors per semester to help keep them on track with their projects. 
 Two or three times per year, when the administration schedules in-service time for 
vertical teams of teachers to work together, all of the English teachers convene to discuss how 
their work aligns and ensure that students are actively practicing the skills they need to achieve 
mastery on their exhibitions. However, the three English teachers have been teaching together at 
Castanea for so long (Alessia, 12 years; Sofia, 10 years; Mary, 15 years) that they are very 
familiar with what and how the others teach. Also, the three of them are actively involved in the 
senior work process. Mary organizes the exhibition process (See Chapter One) and Sofia teaches 
the senior work class. Because all of the exhibitions need multiple readers to provide comment 
and feedback and at least two faculty evaluators, even though Alessia teaches grade 7-8 students, 
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she is heavily involved in reading and critiquing the graduation work, so she has an intimate 
knowledge of where her young students need to go.    
 Mary knows that other departments, like the science department, have spent a 
considerable amount of time to align their curriculum. The three science teachers meet over the 
summer and weekly during the school year to plan for deliberate alignment through the grades. 
This came about when Fiona, who is only in her second year at the school, joined the team. The 
science department realized that it was necessary to come together to make sure that she had a 
strong understanding of the science curricula and how it aligns to the graduation standards to 
make sure that Fiona, as the senior level teacher, would be able to prepare students for the 
exhibitions. The science teachers took Fiona’s entry onto the team as an opportunity to revamp 
their vertical sequence to make sure that all students are being better prepared to research, 
conduct, and write up an independent scientific study. Mary sees how important those meetings 
are to the science department, but she sees vertical planning is different with the English 
department because the whole department is active in the senior work process. She is grateful for 
the trust and latitude in her department to plan her own curriculum.  
D Block: Mixed Age Classes 
 At 11:20 Sofia’s fourth and final class of 9/10 English rambunctiously enters the room 
for the day. She is not sure where all of their energy stems from  - maybe it is the fact that she 
usually has them right before lunch, so they are anxious to have a break, or maybe it is because 
this group is mostly ninth graders, while her other classes are more of an even mix of ninth and 
tenth graders. Sofia likes having the mixed age classes because there is a sense of continuity in 
having the students for two years in a row. On average, the school has 100 students in grades 7-
12. Each grade has between 15 and 25 students. Their numbers are too small to have one class 
per grade, so instead Castanea combines students from two chronological grades together, so that 
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there are only three grade levels in the whole school: middle school is grade 7-8 and upper 
school is grade 9-10 and grade 11-12. Sofia has each student for two consecutive years, but the 
class make-up changes every year because her tenth graders move up to the 11-12 team, while a 
new class of ninth graders enters the upper school at the start of each year. Sofia relies on her 
tenth graders to help her set the tone and routine for the incoming ninth graders. She puts in so 
much effort to create a safe, trusting classroom atmosphere, and in part she can do so because the 
older students have spent a year growing that trust-based relationship.  
 At the beginning of each year, when the administrators, Gretchen, Janis, and Luke make 
student schedules, they ask the teachers for feedback on student dynamics. The scheduling team, 
along with the teachers curate each class based on the dynamics of the students. They work to 
maintain diversity in each class but at this granular level, they use their knowledge of how the 
students interact with one another to form classes. Because space and time are major constraints 
for the scheduling team, they cannot always achieve an ideal balance of perspectives in each 
section, so their key focus is to understand how student personalities, demeanors, and learning 
needs interact.  
 Sofia has seen ability to balance in action multiple times. Because some Castanea 
students are on the autism spectrum or have complex social, emotional, behavioral needs, one 
student's behaviors will often trigger a negative reaction from another student. In one case that 
Sofia remembers clearly, Hilary, a particularly anxious student was having extreme difficulties 
focusing in English class. She was attentive and actively participated in all of her other classes. 
Sofia worked with Janis and Hilary’s advisor to realize that the issue was not with Sofia or with 
the subject itself, but Hilary’s lack of focus stemmed from her fixating on anther student’s 
behavior instead of the lesson. Working with this information, Janis was able to change the 
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students' schedules so that they did not have English together. After a period of time in her new 
section of English, Hilary’s performance dramatically improved. It became clear that she was 
able to succeed in the subject matter when she was able to focus, so the social worker and 
Hilary’s therapist were able to use this experience as a base for helping to further Hilary’s ability 
to direct her focus and anxiety in distracting situations in the future.  
Lunch: Staff Meeting 
 At 12:05 all of the teachers make their way up the narrow, creaky staircase to the 
teacher’s lounge on the third floor of the school. The lounge is a large room with a three long 
tables lined up down the middle that can seat about 20. The mismatched furniture gives the room 
an air of lived-in comfort, there are brightly colored padded vinyl chairs, folding chairs, and 
office chairs on wheels around the table. There are a few old couches and armchairs on the 
perimeter of the room, as well. Three of the six large windows in the room have built in window 
seats covered with cushions and pillows. Teachers are pulling their lunches out of the 
refrigerator, and there is a line of people waiting to heat their lunches up in one of the two 
microwaves. Sofia grabs her salad out of the refrigerator and goes to sit next to Leana. 
 Every week, the meeting follows the same agenda. First Neal makes general 
announcements and clarifies issues that happened the week before. He then opens it up to 
teachers and advisors to make announcements about students, and their last agenda item is 
always to mention positive things that happened the previous week. This week is no different. 
Neal announces that the results are in from the hiring committee on the new Director of 
Emotional Support for next year. Samuel, the current director has been with the school for nearly 
30 years, and is retiring. The hiring committee, which is comprised of three administrative staff, 
one of the co-chairs of the Perspectives Committee, and at least one volunteer teacher, met with 
all of the candidates. In the last few weeks, the two finalists came in to speak with a 
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volunteer group of students and with a volunteer group of teachers. These groups provided 
feedback and the committee has made their selection.  
 Sofia knows that this position is an important one. Samuel coordinates services for the 
students at the school who have the most complex needs. Because he has supervised so many 
social work and therapist interns over the years, he has connections all over the region, and can 
mobilize a wide network of support for students who need it. Sofia worked closely with him a 
few years ago with one of her advisees whose mother was highly anxious about everything 
relating to school. Samuel brought the parents in and was able to help the mother work through 
her anxiety, which in turn made Sofia’s advisee’s home life and stress level go down, and gave 
the student space to succeed. In the case of another difficult student situation, Sofia went to talk 
to Samuel herself. She was feeling overwhelmed by her own anxieties and worries caused by the 
stress of caring for and teaching the particularly sensitive, volatile students in her advisory at the 
time. 
 Neal goes on with some more general announcements about the upcoming spring art 
show logistics and closing out the spring activities. There is an update on the funeral services for 
a parent who has passed away. The student is out for the rest of the week, and when he comes 
back, there will be an advisor support meeting for all of his teachers to come together to make a 
plan to help him get caught up. This discussion leads into other student announcements. One 
advisor explains that one of her students is in the hospital with a medical issue and they are 
uncertain when he will be back. They will make a plan for him upon his return. Other advisors 
alert the group to students should be monitored.  
 Sofia brings up one of her advisees who had been out of school for a suspension then his 
stepfather passed away so he was out for a week for that. He has been back in school for at least 
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two weeks and still has not been able to catch up. She asks if they can have an advisor support 
meeting for him on Tuesday. The group agrees, so she, Janis, someone from social work, Luke, 
the assistant Head of School, and all of the teachers who have the student in class will come 
together tomorrow during lunch to discuss where he is in each of his classes, what work he is 
missing, and what he can and cannot make up. Sofia is grateful for having that support, because 
she can tell that her advisee is feeling pressure to do well, and make up for his behavior that 
caused him to get suspended, but is still grieving his loss, and is in danger of failing for the 
quarter.  
 One of the middle school teachers brings up the issue that the middle school boys need 
more lunchtime supervision. This has been a recurrent issue this year. One of the core 
philosophies of the school is that it is a relational community that operates on trust and on the 
assumption that students have a degree of impulse control. Students are unsupervised and in the 
building or off campus for an hour at lunch time every day. Generally, students enjoy this 
freedom responsibly and can monitor their behavior. Some of the middle school boys this year 
are unable to self-monitor and have been taking advantage of the freedoms of being unsupervised 
by misbehaving. One teacher voices a concern that the school doesn't have the support to deal 
with kids who have acting-out behavior problems. Another asks about having someone to 
monitor only them. Another asks about the logistics of having a designated middle school space 
for lunch. A fourth teacher asks about the rules for going off campus during lunch, and a fifth 
mentions that because the school has been accepting more kids on the spectrum who are 
struggling with figuring out social issues there needs to be structured activities to support them. 
Samuel, offers his opinion saying that Castanea is not structured to monitor students’ behavior at 
every moment and give them points or rewards for every small, positive behavior they exhibit, 
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and punish them for every negative behavior. Instead, the school is structured to teach students 
how to self-regulate their own behavior for the sake of having a positive, pro-social community. 
 Sofia knows that this is an important topic and it gets to the very core of their philosophy 
of student autonomy and responsibility, but she feels removed from it. When it comes to these 
far reaching topics that everyone has different opinions about, Sofia sometimes wishes that they 
could just make a decision instead of exploring every angle, but she knows that this is how the 
staff as a group best understands each other, the students, and how their own individual 
perspectives come together. It requires a lot of time spent in tedious discussion, which Sofia 
sometimes finds frustrating because time for all of them is a tight commodity. In the end, the 
conversation gets tabled because the one teacher who does cover lunchtime supervision is not in 
the meeting because he is out supervising lunch. The group cannot reach any consensus without 
his perspective. 
 The meeting ends with positive comments. Someone congratulates the Perspectives 
Committee on a job well done with the activity last week. Another teacher praises a student who 
has severe social, relational difficulties for comforting one her classmates who was grieving. An 
advisor shares an email from a parent who expressed gratitude for how much his child has 
adjusted and improved since he has been at the school. The final announcement for the day is the 
lottery drawing for this week’s eggs from the chicken coop. Sofia knows it will not be her 
because she won two weeks ago and her name was taken out of the drawing - fresh eggs every 
few weeks is a nice perk! 
E Block: Feedback Meetings: Structures of Support for Advisors and Teachers 
 After lunch, Sofia and Leana join Libby the 9-10 Science teacher, and Regina the 
learning support teacher for their weekly 9-10 Feedback meeting. They all meet in Janis, the 
Director of Learning Support’s office - a large room with high a high ceiling at the top of the 
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curved, wooden staircase in the main part of the building that used to be a manor house. In the 
center of the room is a butcher-block table large enough to comfortably fit ten people around it. 
Janis keeps 'fidget toys' on the table, like a Zen sandbox, a Kinex ball, and magnetic blocks for 
students and adults who struggle to sit still and pay attention. The walls are lined with built in 
book cases filled with books on learning needs, student success, and pedagogy, along with all of 
the past issues of the school yearbook. In between bookcases is a framed poster of the CES 10 
Common Principles. An unused, ornate fireplace is in the back of the room. Student artwork 
hangs above it and glass ornaments blown by students in the school’s glass studio adorn the 
mantelpiece. Light streams into the room from two large windows that stretch almost floor to 
ceiling and overlook the expanse of treetops of one of the country's largest city parks. Janis’s 
office sits overtop the music room, so often meetings are conducted to the tune of music classes 
rehearsing for the school's Arts Festivals.  
 Every week Janis holds five Feedback meetings: one is with the 7-8 team (English, Social 
Studies, Science), another the 9-10 team (English, Social Studies, Science, Learning Support), 
the third is with the 11-12 team (English, Social Studies, Science, Learning Support), the fourth 
is with the elective team (visual arts, performing arts, glass, PE), and the fifth meeting is with the 
math department. Students are placed in math classes by ability, not age, so there is no one math 
teacher designated to the grade level teams; therefore, all three math teachers meet with Janis 
together.  Each week, these teams of teachers meet with Janis to report on the progress of 
individual students from three to four advisories. The advisories are divided into a four-week 
rotating schedule. Each week the teams discuss different advisories.  
 The agenda for each Feedback meeting is the same. Every advisory has six to ten 
students, so Janis goes student by student through each advisory asking anyone who interacts 
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with that student in any capacity (i.e., class, activity, community service, senior work, 
or advisory) to talk about their interactions with that student. Teachers often have their 
computers in front of them, open to their grade book software, to review what assignments the 
student is missing and what can be done to help him or her make up the work or improve their 
grade. Teachers also discuss any behavior issues or changes they may have noticed about the 
student recently. If no one in the meeting interacts with a particular student, they skip over that 
student. If Janis has any relevant information from the advisors she shares what she can with the 
team so they can be aware of underlying issues that students are dealing with both inside and 
outside of school. By the end of each week, after having met with each of the five teams, Janis 
has a complete, 360-degree-view of the performance of every student in each of the three to four 
advisories that she focused on that week. She compiles all of that data to share with the advisors 
in the following week’s Support Team meetings.  
 Sofia knows that this is week four of the four week rotating schedule, so hers is one of 
the advisories that they will discuss. Next Tuesday, she will come back to Janis’s office for her 
Support Team meeting where she, Janis, and at least one, but often multiple members of the 
clinical social work team will talk through the data that Janis collects this week on all of Sofia’s 
advisees. The clinical social work team includes the director, Samuel, one full time social 
worker, and five interns from local universities. Most of the interns are studying to be social 
workers, but some of them come from family therapy, art or music therapy, or counseling 
programs.  
 Sofia knows that many of her advisees go to talk to the social work interns when they are 
having a bad day, or are having trouble with their teachers, parents, or friends. One of her 
advisees has a weekly meeting with one of the interns. This is in addition to his meetings with 
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his therapist. The intern is in close contact with the child's therapist to coordinate their services. 
During the Support Team meetings, this intern gives a debriefing of his interactions with the 
student and the student’s therapist. The team discusses those interactions, and as with all of her 
other advisees, Sofia talks about any communication she has had with the family, the student, or 
other teachers about her advisees. All of these conversations are conducted in confidentiality, 
and when one of the adults present does not wish to break the confidentiality of the student, 
family, or therapist, they will explain the issue with as few details as possible. The other 
members of the meeting trust this need for confidentiality, and do not press for more details, but 
instead work through to find a solution for the child's learning, social, emotional, or behavioral 
needs. This often takes the form of a plan of action moving forward to help student 
succeed. Sofia and Janis share the work of communicating these plans to the relevant parties 
(e.g., parents, therapists, other teachers, or the students themselves).  
  Chloe, a teacher who has been at the school for 14 years and co-wrote the school’s 
advisory handbook, explains to new advisors that in these meetings it is the advisor's duty to 
bring the student's voice to the table. Effective advisors work to understand who their advisees 
are as multi-faceted people, how they see and understand the world, and in turn, how others 
(particularly other teachers) see and understand their advisees. An effective advisor then 
‘translates’ the student’s perspective into a language that can best be understood and acted on by 
the other adults in the meeting, at the school, and in the child's life. Advisors see themselves (and 
are seen by others) as advocates for their advisees. Very often these students have not succeeded 
in traditional school settings because they have not had the self-advocacy skills required to 
communicate their needs to teachers and administrators, nor have they had an outside advocate, 
such as a parent who has been able to ensure that teachers understand the child and his or her 
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needs. At Castanea, the advisor as advocate is considered one of the most valuable assets in 
ensuring student success. Sofia usually feels like she walks away from these meetings with a 
clear understanding of the complex factors behind each of her advisees’ individual situations. 
These meetings help her to be an effective advocate for her advisees.  
F Block: Supervising Senior Work 
 Although they tried to finish the Feedback meeting on time, Sofia and her team got off 
topic near the end, so when she gets to her class a few minutes late at 1:43, her F block senior 
work class is already in the room getting set up to work on their graduation exhibitions. Each 
semester, Sofia is one of three teachers who supervise a senior work elective class. Seniors who 
feel that they need extra time in their day dedicated to completing their exhibitions take this 
elective. The seniors all began their graduation exhibitions in the spring of their junior year. 
They have one full calendar year to complete the fifteen projects that span from formal writing 
(i.e., literary analysis and persuasive essay) to math (i.e., calculations, algebra, and geometry) to 
research (i.e., history, science, and research on a special interest topic) to the application 
of technology in creativity, communication, collaboration, information fluency, critical thinking, 
problem solving, decision making and/or digital citizenship. Additionally, students complete a 
self-reflection through a personal learning reflection, a form of creative expression, and a public 
presentation. They demonstrate citizenship through a civics exam and a leadership project or 
internship. And finally, they create a personal transition plan for what they will do after they 
graduate. For 80-90% of Castanea’s graduates, this transition plan includes acceptance into a 
college, university, or trade school.  
 In the spring of their junior year, Castanea students begin work on their transition plan 
with Gretchen, the Director of Admissions and College Counseling. Gretchen hosts a 
mandatory college night for parent night for parents of juniors, and schedules individual 
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meetings with every family to build a list of schools that they are interested in visiting. Gretchen 
meets weekly with the junior class to educate them on the differences between colleges, 
universities, and trade schools and to take them through various exercises to think about what 
kind of school might support them in meeting their future life and career goals. In this class, 
Gretchen helps juniors to write and revise their college essays and applications. Finally, she 
helps the students evaluate their acceptances and their financial aid packages to make a final 
decision. Once the student has made a decision to attend a school, Gretchen signs off on their 
transition exhibition. 
 In senior work class, Sofia works to keep the students on track with their other 
exhibitions. She has devoted one of the bulletin boards in her classroom as a senior work 
progress chart. The exhibition titles are along the top of the board, and the students’ names are 
written vertically down the left side of the board. In the exhibition blocks for each student are 
signs that say, ‘in progress,’ ‘not started,’ or ‘done.’ Sofia knows that the overarching goal for 
the senior work is to have the students do work independently and to ask for help when they need 
it, so she tries to limit her impulse to offer her help or to push students to stay on task.  
 Sofia finds this ‘coach’ role most challenging with students like Catherine. Sofia has been 
coaxing Catherine all semester, but Catherine still has three exhibitions that are incomplete, and 
it is unlikely that she will complete them before graduation. While Sofia finds this to be stressful, 
she knows that having incomplete exhibitions will not impact Catherine’s participation in 
graduation. Catherine will go through the ceremony, just like everyone else. When other students 
are handed their diploma folder, she will walk up and accept an identical folder. However, 
Catherine’s will not have a completion diploma, it will be a provisional letter explaining that 
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Catherine must stay for “summer school” to finish the exhibitions she did not complete during 
the school year.  
 Staying for summer school does not have a negative connotation at Castanea. Summer 
school is held for four weeks every summer. During these four weeks, the rising seniors come 
every day from 8:00-12:00 to plan, organize, and begin work on their graduation exhibitions. 
When the graduating seniors, like Catherine, have not finished their work before graduation, they 
are required to attend summer school as well. Sofia has been working with summer school 
program for the last three years. This summer she will be running it with the help of four other 
teachers. In April, Sofia and Catherine realized that Catherine might not finish her exhibitions in 
time. When Sofia explained the process to Catherine, she began to organize her work with 
summer school in mind. Catherine knows she has an extra month to complete her work, so she 
uses it to her advantage by making sure her exhibitions are done in depth. 
Afternoon Advisory 
 At 2:25, as the seniors file out of the room, Sofia’s advisees are back to check in before 
the end of the day. She makes a point to pull Omar aside for a one on one chat to discuss their 
recent trip to the local community college. Omar is a young African American man. He will turn 
20 a few days after he graduates high school. He came to Castanea from the local, urban public 
school system in ninth grade and was significantly behind his classmates academically, despite 
being chronologically older than them. Like the majority of the students at the school who come 
from low SES families, most of Omar’s tuition is paid for by a scholarship from Castanea. Even 
though the private school does not receive federal funding for free or reduced lunches for 
students from low SES backgrounds, Neal has set up a plan for Omar to get a free lunch every 
day.  
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 As his advisor, Sofia has watched Omar grow and mature in the last four years, and is 
actively working to help him break out of the poverty he was born into. His single mother does 
not have a high school education herself, and Sofia has spoken with her on multiple occasions 
about Omar’s internship at an auto body shop and the importance of him attending the local 
community college to pursue his goals to be an auto mechanic. Early last week, Sofia went to 
pick Omar up at his house to take him to the community college for his entrance exams. They 
had made a plan for his mother to take him, but at the last minute she did not follow through 
with. Her actions made Sofia angry - she can see Omar getting caught up in his mother’s 
difficulty to think ahead and make plans. When Sofia saw that Omar was in danger skipping the 
entrance exam, she went to Neal with the concern that they would be late for the test. Neal wryly 
told her, ‘yeah, but you can bully your way in.’ As a white woman in her mid-40’s, Sofia knew 
she had an advantage and privilege that Omar and his mother do not. Although it made her 
uncomfortable to do so, she was able to get him access to the test in a way that he could never 
have done – she navigated a system for him that he did not know how to navigate on his own.  
 Two weeks before their trip to the community college, Sofia took Omar to a department 
store to get an outfit for prom. While they were in the checkout line, Sofia, who has a very open, 
friendly demeanor, had a casual conversation with the cashier about the weather and the traffic. 
According to Sofia, Omar looked at her in amazement as they were leaving and said, “I'm just 
learning how one conversation can talk to so many people - because all these people in line were 
kind of jumping in and talking to you.” His comment gave Sofia pause because she realized that 
she was unintentionally modeling how to casually talk with strangers. It was clear to her that he 
does not see that regularly. It is not modeled for him at home, and it is not a form of 
communication that teachers model in the classroom. The way that teachers and students speak 
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to one another at Castanea is friendly and congenial, but conversations in cashier lines and the 
conversations that he will have in class at the community college will have an entirely different 
tone.  Taken out of the artificial environment of the school, Sofia realizes the extent to which her 
life and experiences are vastly different from Omar’s.  
 Because Omar and other Castanea students from low SES backgrounds attend a private 
school, they need the skills to navigate a middle class world more so than their family and 
friends who do not have regular interactions with people outside of their social class. 
Sofia worries about how they can prepare these students for success, especially those who do not 
have this modeled behavior at home. Sofia worked specifically with Omar on this during his 
internship. They talked about how Omar can and should make small talk, ask questions, and 
respectfully voice his opinion. Sofia was amazed at how in depth they had to go into what Omar 
should say and how he should say it. The last four years of advising Omar have made her much 
more aware of issues of class and how Castanea students from low SES backgrounds are 
expected navigate a world that is foreign to them. Quite often though, she feels that her 
colleagues do not understand this struggle, which frustrates her. 
G Block: Reflection on the Day and Preparation for Tomorrow 
 Sofia is grateful to have a prep period during the last period of the day. It gives her a 
chance to review student work, get her lessons in order for tomorrow, and check up on any of her 
advisees or students who may need some extra attention. She sends emails to Jared, Lisha, and 
Catherine’s advisors to let them know how the students fared in class today. She is thankful to 
know that these students have someone else who is keeping track of their progress. She 
remembers how hectic it was at her last school to keep track of her nearly 150 students and make 
sure that they were all learning the subject matter as well as developing as thoughtful individuals. 
It was overwhelming. With the advisory system though, she knows that each one of the diverse 
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individuals in the school has a network of caring adults they can turn to for support, 
encouragement, and care. Underpinning the daily care work necessary to support students is a 
complex system of meetings, data collection, analysis, and collaboration. Sofia sees these 
structures and practices as critical features that help to make her a better teacher and her students 
more successful learners.  	  
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Chapter 5: Crafting an Equitable Community 
Democracy places an ultimate faith in the people to preserve and protect the 
common good. Democracy demands freedom from bias. Democracy calls for 
everyone to participate. Our educational system was designed to protect the 
common good, to ensure our democracy. But we cannot foster the common good 
if we do not also self-consciously strive for equity. (Gerstein, 1997, p. 2). 
 
 At Castanea, fostering an equitable, democratic environment is a constant, conscious 
endeavor. Thus far, I have shown this in the opening vignette of Chapter One with the discussion 
of senior work during in-service, and throughout Chapter Four, Sofia strives to cultivate 
equitable, democratic interactions in her classes and with her advisees. Sofia also observes 
Neal’s attempts to do the same through both morning meeting and the staff meeting. In this 
chapter, I explore how the CES principle of equity and democracy came to be, and how it has 
shaped the underlying structure and daily routines at Castanea. It is visible in their policies and 
practices, which directly impact their ability to provide an equitable education to an intentionally 
diverse student body. In doing so, I answer my second research question: How do the formal and 
informal structural supports within the school guide teachers and leaders at the Castanea School 
as they enact their understanding of progressive education? 
The History of the Tenth Common Principle 
 In November 1997, The Coalition of Essential Schools (CES) underwent a dramatic 
change in order to address issues of equity within its member schools. As explained in detail in 
Chapter 2, CES began their comprehensive, progressive school reform work by partnering with 
the Education Commission of the States, (ECS) a non-profit, nationwide, interstate collaboration 
aimed at reforming and improving education. In 1988, this joint enterprise became known as 
Re:Learning: From the Schoolhouse to the Statehouse and grew to include nearly 1,000 schools 
nationwide. At its peak, twelve states adopted the Re:Learning designation and worked to 
include the CES principles to some extent in their state education standards, teacher education 
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programs, and school funding and management policies (ECS, 1997). The CES/ ECS 
Re:Learning reform movement encouraged schools and states to integrate the common principles 
into their unique contexts as they saw fit (McQuillian & Muncey, 1994).  Through this grassroots 
model of comprehensive school reform, states, districts, schools, and educators had the freedom 
to understand, interpret, and implement the Common Principles in ways that were meaningful to 
them. The autonomous implementation varied across school contexts, but each school committed 
to adhering to the following nine principles: 1) Learning to use one’s mind well; 2) Less is more: 
depth over coverage; 3) Goals apply to all students; 4) Personalization; 5) Student-as-worker, 
teacher-as-coach; 6) Demonstration of mastery; 7) A tone of decency and trust; 8) Commitment 
to the entire school; and 9) Resources dedicated to teaching and learning (Sizer, 2004).  
 To support member schools on their reform journey, CES held a Fall Forum each year 
from 1988 through 2016 for educators and administrators to come together to share stories and 
successes and to work through areas of difficulty that schools faced as they worked to realize the 
Common Principles. Castanea teachers and administrators still consider themselves to be an 
active CES member school. They have regularly sent teachers and administrators to Fall Forums 
since 1988 when they joined the movement. In fact, the speeches cited below surfaced in my 
document review. One of the long-standing teachers at Castanea shared them with me as we 
discussed the early stages of Castanea becoming a CES member school. 
 As explained in Chapter 2, prior to the 1997 Fall Forum in San Francisco, nearly a decade 
into their existence, the CES National Congress, their main governing body, met to discuss 
adding a tenth common principle of democracy and equity. From their work in mostly public 
schools across the country, the CES National Congress members could see the education 
pendulum beginning to swing away from the civil rights, social justice, desegregation policies of 
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the 1970’s and 80’s and toward a standardized model of accountability. By 1995, the state level 
support for Re:Learning had waned and schools were beginning to come under pressure to 
provide demonstrable proof that their reform was leading to measurable student growth (Muncey 
& McQuillian, 1996). The CES National Congress saw the work that their members, the majority 
of which were public schools, were doing to educate all students in an in-depth, personalized, 
thoughtful manner. Despite the effort that CES affiliated schools and educators around the 
country were putting into public school reform, the schools were operating in an unequal, and 
increasingly unsupportive societal and political context. Throughout the 1997 Fall Forum, 
National Congress representatives spoke on their visions for democracy and equity at CES 
member schools. The following sections further explore three of these speeches.  
Democracy and Consensus 
 Deborah Meier, a long-time progressive educator, researcher, and education activist 
served as the Vice Chair of the CES National Congress in 1997. In her address she noted that, 
“democracy assumes adversarial relationships and self-interest; alliances and negotiations; it 
takes for granted conflict, and all that goes with it even as it seeks the widest and deepest 
consensus”(Meier, 1997, p.1). Democracy, she argued, is based on the discussions and 
deliberations that arise as people come together to debate their perspectives on a particular issue. 
Consensus is not easily reached – it comes out of thoughtful, well-reasoned, well-formed 
arguments. Precisely the types of arguments that students of CES schools are learning to make as 
they practice using their minds well through in-depth analyses of topics which are particularly 
relevant to their lives. Meier’s rationale for adopting the democracy and equity principle was that 
it stems naturally from the work promoted by the other nine principles. In her assessment, the 
end goal of this type of inquiry is to be able to sort through conflicting ideas to negotiate a 
consensus that takes into consideration the needs, ideals, and perspectives of all involved. Meier 
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(1997) went on to explain in her address that democracy and governance take many forms, but 
“none will flourish, and none will satisfy for long where basic human relationships have been so 
eroded or underdeveloped that no one trusts anyone… where there is no shared community of 
‘selves’” (p.1). Democracy cannot exist when people cannot trust that the perspectives and 
viewpoints of others are as valid as their own.  
Democracy and Perspective 
 In his opening keynote to the Forum members, Ted Sizer, the National Congress chair, 
picked up on Meier’s notion of balancing multiple perspectives as a fundamental aspect of 
democracy. He cautioned educators about the risks of not teaching students that perspective 
taking is a critical element of freethinking members of a democratic society. In order for all 
citizens in democracies to enjoy their freedoms, these democracies must depend on an educated 
“citizenry which sees the world clearly, which is respectful of past ideas but never their prisoner, 
a citizenry which is not easily gulled by specious arguments, which can imagine something new 
in the familiar” (Sizer, 1997b, p.1). He explained that this is important because given our own 
personal backgrounds, cultures, and upbringings, we each experience history and its 
ramifications differently. Each person approaches life with profoundly different perspectives, 
and it is the work of teachers to understand this and honor these perspectives in their classes. He 
went on to explain that by recognizing different viewpoints in a class, teachers should draw 
connections between disparate worldviews, while exploring, respecting, and advancing a sense 
of a common humanity. Sizer’s message here was one of balance: “Our individually is important, 
not to be devalued or trivialized or neatly standardized” (Sizer, 1997b, p. 2). The existing nine 
principles encourage educators to pursue an in-depth study of complex topics. By adding in an 
explicitly democratic principle, Sizer urged CES educators to teach their students not only to 
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cultivate an in-depth understanding of scholarly topics, but also of the perspectives of other 
individuals in their classrooms. 
Democracy and Equity 
 Amy Gerstein, CES’s Executive Director at the time, followed Sizer’s speech with her 
own that detailed her take on the origin of the tenth principle. While Meier outlined the 
importance of trust in a democracy and Sizer explained the importance of perspective, Gerstein 
drew on the role of education to foster equity for all in order to protect the common good. She 
explained that this could only be done through equal participation in the democratic process, and 
cautioned: “But we cannot foster the common good if we do not also self-consciously strive for 
equity. We can only arrive at democracy by surfacing inequity. And we must overcome the 
inequity once we unearth it” (Gerstein, 1997, p. 2). As progressive educators began to grapple 
with consciously enacting democratic equity in their schools, Gerstein (1997) called on them to 
answer three questions: “How are we attending to the common good? Why do certain groups of 
students succeed more than others? How do we know we provide adequate support for all 
students to meet high standards?” (p. 3). 
 It is the aim of the following sections to explore each of Gerstein’s three questions in turn 
as they get answered at the Castanea School. In doing so, I explore the formal and informal 
structural supports within the school that guide teachers and leaders as they enact their 
understanding of progressive education. The school addresses issues of diversity through their 
recruitment and admissions policies and procedures; they attend to the common good through 
systematically listening to stakeholder voices; and through programming on equity and inclusion, 
they provide support for students to succeed in a diverse environment. All of these practices 
hinge on the work of civically minded, engaged teachers determined to provide a democratic, 
equitable space for all students to be heard, respected, and valued.  
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 Diversity and Student Success 
 In order to best understand CES’s Tenth Common Principle in action as it shapes the 
formal and informal structures and practices at Castanea, I will begin with an attempt to answer 
Gerstein’s (1997) second question first – “Why do certain groups of students succeed more than 
others?” (p. 3). In the context of her speech, Gerstein asked the audience to examine this 
question both at the individual school level and at the societal level. In Chapter 2, I outlined 
some of the structural barriers to equity and access in education in the United States, along with 
the impact of diversity on student success. Briefly, the literature shows that diversity leads to 
increased student success academically and socially for both students of color and White 
students. This success is best realized when schools cultivate a diverse student body and provide 
meaningful ways for students from different backgrounds to interact socially as well as 
academically – particularly when issues of race and difference are addressed explicitly (Chang, 
2002; Gurin-Sands, et al., 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Given that the extant literature is in 
support of promoting and cultivating a conscious attention to race and diversity in schools, I will 
use this section to explore Castanea’s commitment to diversity. I begin with the history of 
Castanea’s philosophy on diversity, their recruitment and marketing practices, and their 
admissions processes. The information below comes from semi-structured, in-depth interviews 
with Gretchen, the Director of Admissions and Samuel, the Director of Emotional Services, as 
well as from multiple informal conversations and hours of observation with Janis the Director of 
Learning Support, Neal the Head of School, and Luke the Assistant Head of School. These five 
administrators make up Castanea’s Admissions Team. They meet weekly to discuss and 
coordinate the rolling admissions process, which will be explained in detail below. During my 
participant observation, I observed four Admissions Team meetings.  
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Castanea’s Diversity Philosophy  
 According to Gretchen, who joined the school as an English teacher in 1995 and moved 
into her administrator role by 1998, Castanea was an early adopter of the tenth principle. She 
recalled, “when I first got here…our diversity was low it was like 10% or 15% in terms of racial 
and ethnic diversity.” In 2000, the admissions team put together a plan to attract more diverse 
students. Part of their plan was a marketing piece called “A Message to Families of Color about 
The Castanea School.” In it, according to Gretchen, “we wrote about diversity and what we do 
about it, how important it is to us, and how our diversity numbers are climbing and why we want 
to be more diverse. So we just took it on.” The school no longer uses that document, but 
Gretchen feels that it served its purpose. It led to individuals at the school being more direct and 
open about issues of race and diversity. Now, Gretchen believes that that Castanea’s parents and 
students of color appreciate this openness. Another aspect that has helped the school to raise its 
diversity profile is Gretchen’s own candor about race as a White woman: 
 I've learned a lot (about diversity) and so is it something that I talk with families 
of color about. When they come I just I talk about what our goals are and what the 
experience is like and … I acknowledge race as an issue and I try to speak plainly 
about it and make sure that I give them other families to talk to if they want to 
talk… I just want to - I work on it personally.  
 
Gretchen’s realization is in line with the findings on current literature on ‘color blind’ 
educational policies. A color-blind approach to education undermines efforts of diversity because 
it erases the experiences that students of color have as they navigate a historically racist society 
(Castagno, 2014; Milner, 2012). Ignoring the historical implications of race on access to 
education creates further inequity in schooling, so by openly acknowledging that race has a 
salient impact on how schools and teachers see students of color, and in turn how these students 
interact with their educational environment, Gretchen is attempting to let them and their families 
know that their experiences and perspectives are valued in the daily operation of the school.  
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 In order to market the school to a broader range of families, Gretchen attends the 
citywide high school fair. This fair began as a way for the school district to inform public school 
families with children in middle school about the options available for sending their children to a 
public high school in the district. Due to city budgetary issues, the fair was taken over by a local 
non-profit organization. This move opened the fair to include charter, private, independent, and 
parochial schools. According to Gretchen, Castanea is one of only a handful of private schools 
that attend the fair. An additional recruitment initiative that Gretchen has recently started is a 
partnership with a local community-based, non-profit organization that helps to place high-
performing students from low socioeconomic families into schools with other high-performing 
students from mixed SES backgrounds. Furthermore, Castanea has a trustees’ scholarship that 
was created to increase diversity in the middle school. This needs-based scholarship covers up to 
75% of a student’s tuition and follows the student through their entire Castanea career. 
Additionally, some students are on needs-based scholarships from other non-profit and 
governmental organizations. Forty percent of the student body receives some form of financial 
aid to attend the school.   
 In its annual report the school indicated that in the 2015-2016 school year, approximately 
100 students were enrolled in grades 7-12. Castanea itself is located within the city limits, and 
the students’ home communities span 43 different zip codes. Forty-two percent of the students 
commute to Castanea from other parts of the city, while 57% travel to the school from the 
surrounding suburbs, and 1% attends from out of state. Racially, 60% of the students identify as 
European American/ Caucasian, 20% identify as African American, 16% identify as multiracial, 
2% as Asian American, 1% of the students are Latino/ Hispanic, and 1% are Native American. 
While Castanea started their diversity initiative in 2000 to attract families of color, they define 
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diversity more broadly now. Gretchen explained, “we try to be socioeconomically diverse we try 
to be racially and ethnically diverse, we try to be diverse in terms of geography where our kids 
are coming from, and their family systems as well.” 
 Samuel expanded on Gretchen’s definition of diversity to include student ability and 
educational background:  
(We have some) students who have a primarily sort of emotional support agenda 
that come into Castanea. They might have anxiety, OCD, or depression. Then we 
have many, many students with ADD/ADHD, or issues with executive 
functioning. We have a group of students who are on the (autism) spectrum and 
they’re often cognitively very able, but they have social skills deficits and need a 
kind of supportive, protective environment to learn some better ways to get along 
with other people. Then we have students who are primarily kind of artsy and just 
need a more relational environment, more of a friendly environment that allows 
for students to be, you know, on quite close terms of relating to their teachers and 
other staff, so they’re probably like the kids who come from other private schools. 
Some (students) come from public schools, some of them are referred by (their 
school’s) Special Ed Department, … we have kids who come from therapeutic 
boarding schools, wilderness programs, and home school (programs). 
 
 The fact that they have such a diverse population is a benefit in and of itself. As 
explained in Chapter 2, extant research has shown that when a school embraces the diversity of 
its students, these students show signs of positive social and educational growth, particularly 
when students are socializing across color boundaries in informal settings (Chang, 2001). These 
benefits are significant for both students of color and White students, and grow even greater 
when teachers encourage teach students to be open and inquisitive about issues of race and 
equity (Gurin et al., 2003). This practice can be seen in the previous chapter with Sofia’s study 
into To Kill a Mockingbird. Her lessons encouraged students to be willing to listen to the 
perspectives and life experiences of people different than themselves, while she fosters a sense of 
trust and respect through open dialogue. However, Sofia pointed out that, as a White woman, she 
finds it difficult to effectively facilitate these discussions. She has relied on her educational 
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background in Africana Studies, she has sought out guidance from Jonelle, an African American 
colleague and co-facilitator of the Perspectives Committee, and she has taken advantage of the 
occasional professional development the school has provided around race and diversity. Despite 
this network of resources, and the work that Sofia puts into making her class a safe space for 
minority voices, she recognizes that there is still much for her and her majority-White colleagues 
to learn in order to be more aware of the experiences of their diverse student body.   
Castanea’s Recruitment and Marketing Process 
 Both Samuel and Gretchen talk about Castanea’s students as two types of populations. 
This way of categorizing students also occurred informally in conversations with teachers, 
parents, and students. In each instance, this categorization appeared to be descriptive, not 
pejorative. As Samuel explained above, there are students who come to the school because they 
have social, emotional, and/or behavioral issues that make it difficult for them to function in 
other schools. The majority of these students are referred to Castanea, either through their 
school’s guidance counselor or special education teachers, or through the therapists or counselors 
that the student sees outside of school. Castanea has a wide network of clinicians who have 
worked with the school and their students over the years. This is due in part to the number of 
graduate students from local social work and counseling Master’s programs who have interned at 
the school. These interns go on to work in schools, hospitals, and private clinics and often refer 
their patients to Castanea. The school does not market to this group of students, because as 
Gretchen explained, “the students who need this school find their way to this school.”   
 According to Gretchen, the Castanea’s marketing is specifically targeted towards students 
who do not realize that they ‘need’ the school. She explains that these are the students who are: 
getting C's and they might not be happy, or would be better served by being in our 
school but are not in an emergency or a crisis. Those are the kids that we have to 
market to because (otherwise) they might not leave (their school). A kid who's 
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getting B's and C's, even if they should be getting A's and they're sad – they could 
actually just finish high school that way. They actually need to hear about us and 
hear about how it could be a lot better if they changed their plans, so I think most 
of our marketing efforts are about progressive education and about fit so that we 
can help them to understand why it might be useful for them to take a closer look 
at us. 
 
One of the most challenging issues that the admissions team deals with is balancing these two 
types of students. Gretchen explains that in the 25 years that she has been at the school, there has 
always been this range of students. She feels that at the “least complicated end of the range you 
have artsy quirky funny kids who just want something small and progressive.” While at the more 
complicated end of the range, “you have kids who are struggling with psychiatric needs or 
learning needs that are really complex.” Over the years, Gretchen feels that her work, and the 
work of the admissions team has been to balance these types of students. Striking this balance is 
critical, because “it’s easier to serve (the students with more difficult needs) well if there are 
fewer of them. There are only so many resources … if you can keep the balance in a good place 
you have plenty of resources for the ‘hard’ kids … it creates this very positive environment.” 
This balance allows Castanea to provide consistent support for the students who need it, while at 
the same time having resources on hand for emergencies or crises that arise with other students. 
 Gretchen goes on to further explain how this balance relates to ‘fit’ at the school. When 
the admissions team is successful in their job, the school is much better able to meet the needs of 
its students. She explains this in terms of flexibility on the part of the students and the school.   
Schools and faculty will stretch themselves to accommodate or work with a kid 
who is at the edge of their mission or who is particularly difficult… and kids will 
stretch themselves to meet the expectations of school even if it's hard for them to 
do that. When you have a kid who is stretching themselves to meet day to day 
expectations, and the faculty or … the school is stretching itself to meet the needs 
of that kid on a day-to-day basis, then everyone is stretched and then there's no 
room for anything to go wrong because that's day to day. And then if the kid’s 
uncle dies, that would be a situation where normally a school would stretch to 
accommodate that kid for a little bit and the student would stretch to kind of meet 
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expectations even during this difficult time, but …we're already stretching there's 
no more room left to stretch it’s just like the whole thing sort of snaps or falls 
apart. 
 
When the members of a school community ‘fit’ with the mission and vision of the school, and 
are all working toward a common goal, the teachers and the students can come to school, do their 
work, and feel positive about their contribution. Gretchen believes that because the teachers and 
administrators at Castanea spend so much of their day thinking about how their work connects to 
the work of others and the lives and interests of the students, they are much more attuned to fit 
than at other schools. Because they are so aware of fit, it makes it easier for them to recognize 
when something is out of alignment. This heightened sense of awareness is what the advisors use 
to really get to know their advisees and help them to ‘be the best self they can be’ – which is an 
outcome of Castanea’s advisory system as explained in Chapter Six.  
 Gretchen explains that her work is trying to see the best in each prospective student, 
despite the fact that they may be coming from an environment where their negative attributes are 
highly visible. She works to envision each student as a success story, and works backward from 
there. She counsels families to have a similar vision when they are looking for a school with a 
good fit. She tells families to find a “place where your child is going to be viewed as their best 
selves and where they're going to be celebrated for all that they bring to the table rather than 
disparaged for the things that they can't do well.” She sees this as being one of the biggest 
hurdles to equitable education. Quite often schools are set up in such a way where students are 
locked in competition with one another for grades, resources, and attention. This type of 
competitive environment uncovers and often highlights students’ flaws and weaknesses. 
Gretchen notes that a lot of the students who have come to Castanea over the years left their 
previous schools because they felt set up for failure in an education system that only saw their 
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flaws. At Castanea, they work to do away with competition so that students can concentrate on 
looking within themselves to develop their positive attributes as a way to leverage their 
differences. By consciously focusing on students’ positive attributes and enacting a diversity-
minded marketing policy, Castanea provides a clear, solid framework to address the critique that 
progressive education does not do enough help make progressive schooling an option for more 
students. They recognize that their mission, vision, and educational philosophy is beneficial to a 
widely diverse student body – including many students who without the school’s equity focus 
would not have access to this type of education (see for example, Asante, 2013).  
Castanea’s Admissions Process 
 Castanea’s admissions team makes their decisions by consensus. Janis, the Director of 
Learning Support, reviews the prospective student’s school records as well as all individualized 
education plans, educational test scores, and psycho-educational evaluations that are available. 
Samuel, the Director of Emotional Support, contacts the prospective student’s therapist or 
counselor if they have one. Luke, the Assistant Head of School, calls the student’s school for a 
reference. These references come from principals, assistant principals, emotional or learning 
support teachers, or classroom teachers. Gretchen oversees the whole process and conducts a 
family interview with the student and at least one parent or guardian. Gretchen tries to construct 
a family and school history to understand what school has been like for the student and the 
family, as well as to fill in any of the gaps in the other data. Neal participates to make sure that 
the team holds to the school mission and helps the team to make difficult decisions. If the team 
decides that a student is a good fit, they invite the student in for a whole-day visit to shadow 
another student in the grade so that the prospective student, the existing students and the teachers 
can meet one another. Janis collects feedback from the teachers after the visit. 
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 All members of the Admissions Team feel that this comprehensive admissions process 
serves the school well because when they have so much data about a student in front of them, 
they are much more capable of making informed decisions about how this student fits into their 
small school community. Samuel explained that the “magic” in the admissions process is that: 
The five of us in the admissions meeting are very much involved in the culture of 
the school … and we've all been sitting together in the room for many, many 
years so …we know what we're dealing with … we've got the formula of having 
very engaged administrators who have their fingers on what's happening in the 
school at that moment and have a lot of ease in working together, which comes 
from making lots of decisions, a few of which turned out to be bad ones - so 
knowing what it's like to have a student in the school who ends up being wildly 
inappropriate. We know one kid can turn this place upside down so we hopefully 
try to spot that. 
 
 There are occasionally students who do not fit in at the school, despite all of the work of 
the admissions team. When this does happen, Gretchen and Samuel both explained that they try 
to help counsel the students and their families to find a better environment. When these students 
cause extreme stress on the school community by stretching its resources too far, or if they put 
themselves or the school in danger, there are provisions in place for the administrative team to 
choose the needs of the community over the student, and in these cases, the student is asked to 
leave the school.  
 Castanea administrators understand that there is inherent inequity in education. 
Therefore, in their small school population, they use their admissions process as a platform to 
overcome that inequity to the best of their ability. They work to compile a complete picture of 
each prospective student to understand what their needs are, what experience they have had with 
school previously, and what services they will need when they arrive at Castanea. Not only do 
they try to understand the student from all angles, they try to determine the extent to which they 
will be able to meet that student’s particular needs, and how their needs will interact with the 
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needs of the other students at the school. In this way, the admissions team regularly reviews their 
policies and practices with a critical eye to attend to the issue of equitable access to their school. 
As they bring more diverse students into the school, the administrators on the admissions team 
must also be mindful of the culture of the teachers at the school. Bringing minority voices into 
the school is a proven benefit for the students, and this benefit is amplified when teachers are 
able to use diversity to stimulate meaningful conversations among students (Gurin-Sands, et al., 
2012; Gurin et al., 2003). However, as Sofia explained in the previous chapter, while the school 
has provided professional development opportunity for teachers on issues of difference and 
diversity, teachers need more help navigating the issues of difference that arise in the form of 
micro-aggressions and discriminatory comments among students. During the 2015-2016 school 
year, many teachers felt this concern, and it led to them organically creating a committee to 
address issues of privilege, equity, and diversity. This committee and its formation are discussed 
in depth below.  
Attend to the Common Good 
 The first question that Gerstein posed to the attendees of the 1997 CES Fall Forum to 
encourage them to address issues of democracy and equity in their schools was: “How are we 
attending to the common good?” (p. 3). At Castanea, this question is never far from the surface 
in everything they do. As Samuel pointed out above, the administrators are “very much involved 
in the culture of the school.” This sentiment goes for the teachers as well, and is evident through 
their work in the advisory system structure that is analyzed in Chapter Six. All of the adults at 
the school spend considerable time getting to know their students and working to design 
environments that balance meeting the needs of individual students with meeting the needs of the 
whole community.  
	 		 130	
 Through the admissions and advisory systems, Castanea staff and faculty regularly come 
together to express their concern and perspectives over issues of students’ academics and 
behavior. They realize though, that faculty and administrative perspectives are only one small 
part of the voices that make up their community. This section will outline the town hall meetings 
and coffee with the head meetings – two other key structural features in place at Castanea that 
allow them to better understand the parent and student voice and stay attuned to the balance of 
perspectives at the school in order to attend to the common good. The key component to each of 
these meetings is that those present are given time and space to express their perspective and 
discuss any issues of concern. Town hall meetings are for all staff, faculty, and students to 
discuss a common issue brought forth by the advisories. Coffee with the head is an open 
invitation for all parents to join Neal, the Head of School for an informal conversation about any 
general questions and concerns about how the school operates. Both of these formal structural 
elements of the Castanea school calendar encourage multiple school stakeholders to actively 
participate in the operations of the school. In doing so, it allows them to renew their commitment 
to democracy and equity because administrators are in regular contact with all members of the 
community to ensure their needs are being heard.  
Student and Teacher Voices: Town Hall  
 Depending on the needs and issues that arise throughout the school year, Castanea has 
between one and four town hall meetings per year. During the 2015-2016 school year, there was 
only one. It took place during their regularly scheduled Friday community meeting time. On 
Monday of that week, Neal made an announcement about it in morning meeting and asked each 
advisory to spend time on Monday and Tuesday talking about issues and concerns that they felt 
the community was having difficulty dealing with. He instructed each advisory to select one 
representative to send to a planning meeting on Wednesday morning. On Wednesday, 
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approximately 20 students came into Neal’s office to discuss their advisory’s list of issues. The 
excitement level in the room was palpable. Students had a variety of wide ranging issues to 
discuss from displeasure with the school lunch catering company to issues with lack of 
discipline, to dress code infractions, and issues of micro-aggressions and insensitivity.  Most 
students were passionate about their topics and were eager to convince others that theirs was 
worthy of being discussed in a town hall. Neal, the only staff member in the room, was silent for 
the most part – speaking only to encourage students to listen to one another and to ask clarifying 
questions. At the end of the meeting, he summarized the issues that he had heard and tried to get 
a consensus from the group on which topic to select for the town hall meeting. The students were 
not able to come to a consensus, so he invited them to talk to their advisories about the 
discussion and come back the next day to continue the meeting.  
 On Thursday when the student representatives returned, Neal recapped the issues from 
the previous day and commented that a lot of them seemed to center around the idea of ignorance 
and insensitivity. The group discussed the specifics of this in relation to their own experiences 
and those of their advisories. They all agreed that ignorance and insensitivity was an area of 
concern and should be discussed, but still could not come to a consensus on how to format the 
town hall to address it. Neal invited the representatives to come back for a third planning 
meeting on Friday morning to finalize the topic and discuss logistics for the town hall. In the 
third and final planning meeting, Neal began by saying, “Typically, in these agenda planning 
meetings, I take a back seat in deciding the agenda, but I think you can agree that we haven’t 
been successful in that.” He continued by explaining that he spent a lot of time thinking about all 
of the issues he had heard, and that from his perspective, the central question that tied together 
all of the concerns that the students brought forth was, “How can the Castanea school effectively 
	 		 132	
balance the needs of the individual – every individual within the building – with the needs of the 
whole school community?” After some clarifying discussions about equity, equality, and 
fairness, the student representatives agreed that this topic was broad enough to capture all of their 
concerns. The representatives then decided that because the topic was so broad and so sensitive 
that instead of having the entire school community meet as a whole group, they should separate 
into four smaller groups. Pairs of students then volunteered to be facilitators for each of the four 
small groups.  
 Every Friday after lunch, all of the teachers and students meet together in the auditorium 
for a community meeting. Often they have speakers, do group activities, or watch videos that 
have to do with social justice, health and wellness, awareness raising, or career opportunities. 
Occasionally this time is dedicated to showcasing groups of students’ artistic performances – 
such as dance recitals, poetry readings, or glee club concerts. The agenda for this particular 
community meeting was the town hall. Neal spoke about the tradition of town halls and 
explained the procedure for this one. He then dismissed the whole group (teachers and students) 
into the four smaller groups for the discussion. In the smaller groups, the student facilitators 
passed out copies of a handout titled: “The Norms for a Respectful and Productive Discussion”. 
These norms included:  
1. Participate to the fullest of your ability – listening actively is a form of positive 
participation. 
2. The only assumption we should make is the assumption of positive intent. 
3. Practice your capacity to honor multiple perspectives. 
4. Be open to discomfort. 
5. Bring your whole self. Participate openly and purposefully 
6. Don’t judge the value of somebody else’s experience. 
7. Speak from your own experience – use ‘I’ instead of ‘they’ ‘we’ ‘you’ 
‘Everybody’ or ‘Nobody’. 
8. Be mindful of your body language and reactions. They can be as powerful as 
words.  
9. Share the space; share the time. 
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10. We encourage discussion but not gossip.  
Because the whole school split into four groups, I chose to observe one group for the whole 
discussion instead of spending a short time in each group. Neal asked one staff member in each 
of the four groups to volunteer to take notes on the discussion to bring back to the whole group. I 
was given copies of the notes for each of the groups for analysis. In their own way, each of the 
groups discussed how every person at the school is dealing with a unique set of circumstances. 
The students acknowledged that they know that they and their classmates each have unique 
differences in their physical, emotional, behavioral, and learning abilities. On one hand, they 
recognize that these differences may make it difficult for some of their classmates to learn and be 
successful at school, but on the other hand, some of the more typically functioning students see 
accommodations and differentiations as a fringe benefit to which they are denied access. They 
addressed the difference between equity and equality and discussed that what is fair is not always 
equal. In one of the groups, a discussion about ‘perceived ability’ came up. One student quipped, 
“we're at a school that says ‘oh everyone gets the help they need... except for the ones who don't 
look like they need help.’” This led the facilitators as well as a teacher in the group to push back 
on the group to recognize instances of privilege and ability. In two of the groups, a discussion 
about self-advocacy ensued. The groups explored the idea that it is up to the individual to 
understand their own needs and advocate for how to get them met. They discussed the roles of 
advisors, learning support teachers, and social work staff as adults who can help students 
determine their needs and advocate to have them met.  
 The following week, I talked informally to some of the students and teachers about the 
town hall process. Some students I talked to, who participated in the planning meetings, felt that 
their voice was heard, but they wish they had been able to be more effective with the process. 
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They expressed frustration that town halls try to cover topics that are too broad and that cannot 
be solved. During the staff meeting the Monday following the town hall, one teacher commented 
that the town hall process was a success, because she felt like people were heard- even though it 
was a difficult conversation, it was productive and elicited a fruitful conversation. Gretchen 
explained that she felt that activities like the town halls engender a sense of trust among staff and 
students because the students want to talk about issues they are facing. She finds that these 
opportunities are particularly useful for minority voices because those students “feel that they 
have a voice to be able to complain when stuff is bad and so that gives us an opportunity to work 
on things and make them better… that's a huge learning process and growth for us as a school.” 
Town halls offer an additional space for the adults and students at the school to be open and 
listen to how others experience the school, and therefore better understand student voice.  
Parent Voices: Coffee with the Head 
  Four times per year, Neal organizes a coffee with the head morning for parents to come 
in and discuss any questions or concerns they may have. In these 90-minute meetings, Neal 
comes with a house keeping agenda that takes about 30 minutes and then the rest of the time is 
dedicated to open conversation. In my participant observation, I attended three out of the four 
meetings in the 2015-2016 school year. During the first meeting in October, the agenda was to 
discuss progressive education philosophy because according to Neal, many parents who are new 
to the school attend the first coffee event, and in his experience, these parents often have 
questions about how the school operates. Thirteen parents attended this event. One was a Black 
mother, one was a White father, and the rest were White mothers. The conversation was very 
frank and open. There was a tone of comfortable camaraderie – a feeling of ‘we’re all in this 
together.’ Neal set the agenda up to talk about Tom Little’s six tenets of progressive schools 
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Appendix B) He went through each of them and asked parents for their feedback on where they 
saw these in practice with their children’s education.  
 On the tenet of testing, assessment, and grading by individual growth, not by peer group 
comparison, the parents of the older students (the father of 10th grader, the mother of 11th 
grader, and the mother of 10th grader) were most concerned about how to conceptualize their 
children’s grades because they were all coming from more ‘conventional’ schools. The father 
expressed concerned about how his daughter’s grades and transcripts would be received by 
universities she would be applying to. Neal explained that the Castanea transcripts were designed 
to address this very concern, and have been historically very well received by universities. The 
mothers of the younger students were not as concerned about grades and transcripts. They were 
very appreciative that the school has given their children the opportunity to succeed without the 
pressure of comparison or competition. They voiced concerns that in other schools the ranking 
and testing were main reasons as to why they and their kids had chosen to come to Castanea. 
 During the second coffee with the head meeting in December two fathers and six mothers 
attended. All eight attendees were White. Neal discussed the upcoming winter arts show and 
encouraged parents to attend not only to support their child, but also to better understand the 
culture of the school. The shows are a celebration of the kinds of risks that students are taking 
through their artwork and performances. Neal also talked about spring mini courses and college 
night for parents of juniors. In the open discussion parents voiced questions about the contact 
they should be having with the advisor. Six of the eight parents in attendance were new to the 
school, and were looking for guidance on how often they should be in contact with the advisor 
and over what kinds of issues. The parents who had been at the school for some time advised the 
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new parents to reach out to the advisor any time they had concerns, because, as one veteran 
mother said, the advisor is, “a well-seasoned staff member who is there to take care of our kids.”  
 The new parents again mentioned their great sense of appreciation for the school. One 
new mother said, “Before coming here, my kid was in a school where he was the only one who 
had a problem, so to come here and meet parents who have kids who have problems, it is such a 
relief to know we’re not the only ones.” She went on to say that she wished the school could do 
more to build community among the parents. Another mother agreed, and the two of them 
exchanged business cards with the intention of planning events such as pizza and games nights 
and a walking club.  
  Six mothers (four White and two African American) attended the final coffee with the 
head meeting of the year in April. Neal set the agenda by talking about prom, the spring art 
show, senior dinner, graduation, and summer workshops. Once again, the mothers discussed the 
importance of the Castanea community to them and to their children. The topic of a parent 
support group came up again, and the mothers who had planned to start it at the previous meeting 
reported that they had organized a successful games night for parents, and some of the mothers 
had been meeting monthly to walk on a nearby nature trail after dropping their children off at 
school in the morning. They were very happy with their progress and greatly enjoyed their 
newfound sense of community that they were able to cultivate by their attendance at the coffee 
with the head meetings.  
 These meetings provided a space and time for parents to come together and create a sense 
of community for themselves. At each meeting they not only had an opportunity to talk with 
Neal, but almost more importantly, they had time to talk with one another. Neal explained that 
these meetings are useful for him because he gets to check in and share school updates with 
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concerned parents, but he also feels that the meetings are necessary to promote a sense of good 
will among the parents.  The school relies on word of mouth for a portion of its new students, so 
if the parents are happy and have a vibrant sense of community among themselves, that will 
reflect positively on their perception of the school. Thus, this structural feature of coffee with the 
head helps to foster a sense of community among parents by providing them a place and space to 
determine what their own needs are and how they could go about meeting them.  
Providing Support for Students 
 In addressing Gerstein’s (1997) third question: “How do we know we provide adequate 
support for all students to meet high standards?” (p. 3), the Castanea School approaches ‘high 
standards’ from two different angles. The administration attempts to provide opportunities for 
students to achieve high academic standards as well as high standards of awareness and action 
regarding issues of social justice. Chapter Six provides an in-depth analysis of Castanea’s 
advisory system and how its structure allows for teachers, advisors, and Janis, the Director of 
Learning Support to understand student needs and work toward collaborative, comprehensive 
plans for helping students set and achieve their academic goals. At Castanea, the advisory is only 
one of many systems in place to provide support for students. Because the admissions team 
actively looks to attract and retain a widely diverse student body, students are supported not only 
in their academics, but they are also supported in learning how to respect and respond to 
perspectives that are different from their own. This section outlines how the school fosters social 
justice by providing support to understand and interact with different points of view. While these 
learning opportunities occur regularly in individual classes, this is done school wide through the 
Adult and Student Perspectives Committees. The following is an analysis of the data I collected 
on the Perspectives Committee, and includes: participant observations of both the Adult and 
Student Committee meetings, attendance at the interactive diversity programming the Student 
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Committee organized for the whole school community, an interview with Student Perspectives 
Committee members, and an interview with Jonelle, one of the co-facilitators of the committees, 
who also happens to be of the few African American staff members at Castanea. 
Student Perspectives Committee 
 According to Gretchen, who is also a member of the newly formed Adult Perspectives 
Committee, the school addresses issues of social justice through its diversity policy and 
Perspectives Committee programming. The more diverse they are as a school, the more 
opportunities students have to interact with others. She believes that participation in Perspectives 
Committees and programming also helps the staff at Crefeld, the majority of whom identify as 
White, to understand the ways in which their minority students experience the world. Teachers, 
like Sofia and others I spoke to in the Adult Perspectives Committee, find this to be challenging, 
but necessary because they see a need for being able to help their students negotiate difficult 
conversations about difference in the classroom. Gretchen believes that this dialogue is necessary 
to the success of community building at Castanea: 
It’s so much more compelling and real (for students) to learn about community and 
belonging when they disagree with someone (they know). When there are riots in 
Ferguson, Missouri and one person thinks it's the police's fault and one person 
thinks that it's the community’s fault and they actually have to talk to each other 
about it – that is so much more powerful in terms of building our community than 
(teaching) hypothetical situations or situations where everyone already agrees with 
each other. 
 
Teaching young adults about issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion is difficult. It is not a topic 
that one teacher can cover once in class and expect it to make an impact. It needs to be a central 
lens that everyone at the school uses to understand how diverse individuals interpret events. 
However, due to decades of ‘color blind’ narratives in schooling, White teachers are often not 
attuned to the impact that the way in which race and equity are talked about in class has on their 
students of color (Castagno, 2014).  
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 To help students understand perspective, Jonelle, her co-facilitator, Chloe, and the 
Student Perspectives Committee look at the historical and societal causes and implications of 
inequality and issues of power and resistance to power. To expect young adults to understand the 
ramifications of this history on their own lives and the lives of others is particularly difficult 
when students (and often teachers) come from homogeneous backgrounds and are not aware of 
history from other perspectives. Lisha, a ninth grader who has been on the Perspectives 
Committee for two years explained that she sees the benefit in the committee’s programs: 
It helps a lot because a lot of people who go here don't know about other people in 
the world and how they have to live or how they have lived…They go from being 
in a small group to going to a small school and it's like there's no step where 
they're going out and seeing like different perspectives around them. That's why 
it's called perspectives, but so I think it's good because, like, it makes it a little 
easier to relate to people who are just, like, in a different place than you. 
 
 To help the students address this, the school has always had some sort of club to discuss 
issues of equity and social justice. When Jonelle came to Castanea in 2010, it was called the 
diversity club and was a mix of students and teachers. They organized an annual ‘teach-in’ to 
raise awareness around diversity. Over time, the adults became less engaged and left the group. 
In 2014, Jonelle joined Chloe as the co-facilitator, and they changed the name to the Perspectives 
Committee because they realized that teachers and students associated the word ‘diversity’ 
mainly with issues of race. To be more inclusive of other types of diversity, the facilitators 
shifted the focus to better understand how each person’s unique point of view and experiences 
shape how they interact with the world. 
 Chloe and Jonelle took the students to regional diversity conferences to see what happens 
outside of their own school and to help the student members to understand their own 
perspectives by meeting other students working toward a similar goal. Jonelle explained that the 
organization is very student driven – the students agree and feel that they have a sense of 
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ownership in everything they do. In the last two years, the students have organized four whole-
school events. As a group, they decide on a focus or theme for the year. In the 2015-2016 school 
year, they were looking to expand their membership, so their programming has been 
intentionally broad to allow their classmates an opportunity to better understand the variety of 
perspectives at the school.  
 Jonelle explained that this year their “underlying theme was to generate an understanding 
of intersectionality without explicitly naming it by looking at it through real world experiences.” 
Their two activities encouraged participants to better understand the labels that society places on 
individuals, such as labels of race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, and class. Jonelle went on to say:  
We tried to look at those labels through real world experiences to understand what 
the labels mean and how the labels interact with one another. The goal of our 
Perspectives Committee activities was to look at broad categories like race and 
gender, and all of the groups within those categories. We started dialogue within 
and across groups to understand what those labels mean to different people 
 
According to Jonelle, the activities were successful, because the majority of the kids in the 
school participated.  Even though students were hesitant, they came to school and participated 
anyway. In the past, Jonelle explained, “we’ve had students just not show up because they were 
concerned or worried about the activity, but this year, most everyone came and was a part of the 
activities. In my mind, that’s a success.”  
 The Perspectives Committee students disagreed with Jonelle’s assessment of the activity. 
They believe they still have a long way to go to help reach their classmates. After the activity, 
two of the students in the focus group explained that they felt resistance from their peers in the 
way of groaning and complaining about participating. Bryce, a twelfth grade girl who identifies 
as a White Jewish lesbian, said that there were students in her advisory who wanted to “disband 
the committee.” Lisha, who identifies as mixed-race, said that the activity led to a heated debate 
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in one of her classes about the impossibility of ‘White’ racism. Ricky, the twelfth grade boy in 
the focus group, who identifies as Black and gay, has never experience any negative feedback for 
his involvement in perspectives, which he attributes to the fact that he is the only male on the 
committee. Despite that, he agreed with the idea that their programming, while good, does not 
have a significant impact. He wishes his classmates were more mature about issues of 
perspectives and diversity. He explained, “it kind of bothers me sometimes when (my 
classmates) aren’t open minded and they said ‘we don't want to learn anymore.’ They should 
learn and figure out a certain way that they can benefit from it.” 
 The difference in opinion between how Jonelle experienced the activity and how the 
students experienced the activity is one of perspective and proximity. Jonelle sees these 
conversations about sensitive things as emotional, stressful, difficult conversations to have. “But 
the fact that we have the opportunity to do it, and that the majority of the school participated is a 
big win.” The students do not share Jonelle’s big picture view because they represent minority 
voices at the school. Despite all of the effort that goes into awareness and acceptance of diversity 
at the school, the students feel that there is still an underlying vein of discrimination among the 
student body. Jonelle has the advantage of being an adult in the situation and can see the long-
range positive effects of the committee’s work, while the students, who face the closed-minded 
micro-aggresions of some of their peers on a daily basis wish that the effects could be more 
immediate. Jonelle explained that her hopeful outlook stems from a belief in the fact that: 
As we grow and gain experiences, our perspectives shift and change. So 
regardless of how we see ourselves or our students or our whole-school 
commitment to diversity and equity, as members of this school community, we 
have a responsibility to recognize that the people around us have so much to say, 
even if they, themselves, do not know that yet.  
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Jonelle’s optimistic attitude extends to her colleagues, as well. Early in 2016, some of the adults 
at the school came together to begin an Adult Perspectives Committee that parallels the student 
committee.  
Adult Perspectives Committee 
 In previous years, teachers had been active in the diversity club. Jonelle and Chloe want 
to re-engage adults in diversity work because the adults are established at the school. They are 
the ones who can extend this work into the classroom. For Black History Month, two English 
teachers planned a poetry reading for students, but only adults attended the event. Because it 
ended up an adults-only space, Jonelle explained that it turned into a brainstorming session, and 
one teacher said:  
‘It’d be great to get a lot adults together to talk about (diversity),’ and I said, ‘yes 
- that’s great, I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time!’ I think the timing for 
this is good now, because it’s better when things happen and it’s peer to peer, 
it doesn’t always work when it's top down. 
 
Jonelle and Sofia both note that the conversation that happened among the majority White 
teachers at Castanea mirrored the conversations that happened among many liberal White 
Americans in general as more people became aware of the rise in police brutality toward African 
Americans. This phenomenon came to the forefront of American media in August 2014 with 
riots in Ferguson, Missouri and Black Lives Matter demonstrations. African American students 
at Castanea brought their fear and anger about issues of race, violence, and inequality into the 
classroom. White teachers struggled with how to help the African American students talk 
through their emotions and experiences, while at the same time helping their White students to 
understand why an issue so far removed from their school was impacting their classmates so 
personally.  
	 		 143	
 In the 2015-2016 school year, the adults had two meetings. Teachers as well as 
administrative staff attended the meetings. The first meeting was centered on defining commonly 
misunderstood “buzzwords” around diversity, including: institutionalized racism, prejudice, 
equity, and white privilege. The second meeting was more of an open discussion to talk about 
and problem solve how to navigate difficult conversations with students. In this second meeting, 
which took place in late May, the committee members discussed their concern over how to 
navigate the divisive political rhetoric that became commonplace in the 2016 Primary election 
races.   
 While all of the participants I spoke with informally mentioned that they benefited from 
both of the meetings, and will likely continue with the group in the coming school year, the 
members who are non-teaching faculty expressed a desire for the committee to be more than just 
a space to talk about student issues. They, along with some of their teacher colleagues would like 
it to continue in the vein of the first meeting and be “a space for adults to examine their own 
perspectives and how they see the world.” This is in line with Jonelle’s vision. While she and 
Chloe led the first two meetings, they hope that future meetings become more like conversations. 
In Jonelle’s opinion, diversity work “is not something that can be taught, it’s a discussion, a 
journey, something to be learned” so that is how she would like the meetings to proceed.  
  Jonelle would like to see the Adult Perspectives Committee be a space where they can 
support one anther to begin the difficult work around addressing issues of diversity, equity, and 
inclusion on a daily basis. These conversations, ideally, would begin a dialogue about what 
teachers can do, or what they can say in the classroom or the hallway - in the moment when they 
see that students are struggling with how to talk about or deal with someone else's perspective. 
These struggles are teachable moments, but there is no script for how to approach them because 
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life is not that predictable. Jonelle believes that when teachers are actively involved in ongoing 
conversations about diversity, they are better able to recognize when students are experiencing 
prejudice or bias, or micro-aggressions. And when they can recognize it and know how to talk 
about it, teachers can address the issue with students. According to Jonelle, this is critical in 
schools to combat color-blindness, “because by not saying anything and letting it go, we 
perpetuate a culture that just sweeps difficult issues about equity and diversity under the rug.”  
 This is one thing that most frustrates the students committee members I spoke with. Lisha 
recounted a story of how the newly formed adult perspective committee shaped her interactions 
with Sofia in English. As explained in Chapter Four, Lisha had been having trouble with one of 
her White classmates making inappropriate racial comments. Lisha recognized that Sofia had 
been trying to deescalate the tension, but had not been effective in doing so. Lisha explained that 
after Sofia attended the Adult Perspectives Committee meeting, she was much better equipped to 
handle the next conflict in class when the White student argued that in the US today, there is 
racism against White people. Lisha observed that Sofia was able to use information she learned 
from the Adult Perspectives Committee to explain the history of racism to the class in a calm, 
informative way. In Lisha’s words:  
Before …I always felt so bad (when people made racist comments) and then 
(Sofia) said this, and I like, my whole face lit it up, and I didn't know what to do 
because this was like the first time that I didn't have to do it, like I didn't have to 
raise my hand and be like, ‘actually this is how it works’ and then be berated by 
other students because that's usually how it goes… but the teacher said it, and like, 
I don't know, I was speechless. I was just like oh my God, like this is an amazing 
step… I was so excited and I'm still – just remembering it so excited cuz she didn't 
shut them down she told them. She taught them what (racism) was… just being 
able to, like, have that happen was such a big step, and like I just hope it keeps 
happening. I just hope it happens more. 
 
Experiences like these are Jonelle’s hope for the school. By guiding teachers through the difficult 
process of having uncomfortable conversations with their students it not only makes them more 
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open to the experiences of others, it makes such a difference for the students in their classes. 
These students, who feel like they have to shoulder the burden of teaching their classmates about 
minority experiences on their own, feel relief in having their voice amplified by a teacher in a 
position of power.  
 Jonelle realizes that it is nearly impossible to be ‘comfortable’ with these complex issues, 
but feels that as adults who care for diverse students, they need to engage in the discussions or 
conflicts that may come up so that they can embrace the difficulty and use it to teach students 
how to work through messy, complex issues of identity and perspective. She explains, “Being 
comfortable shouldn't be our goal, instead we should work to ease the discomfort, or 'lean in’ to 
the discomfort in order to help students and ourselves learn from it.”    
 Ideally the Adult Perspectives Committee would include the whole staff, and their work 
would be the work of the school as it takes the next step in the journey toward realizing the CES 
goal of equity and democracy that began nearly twenty years ago. Democracy and equity are 
central philosophical tenets of the school, but at this point, Jonelle sees her work with the 
Perspectives Committees as ‘extra-curricular.’ She would like to see it have more administrative 
structure with significant professional development opportunities for all staff, and regular 
programming for the students. She hopes that with the success of this year’s two adult meetings 
that the programming might gain more traction by becoming more adult driven. This desire is in 
part because of the negative experiences of the students who do the work now. If there were 
more cohesion, and if the programming came from teachers and administrators, it would carry 
more weight. This would alleviate some of the pressure on the students in the Perspectives 
Committee, most of who are minority voices in the school.   
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  Jonelle feels that the biggest obstacle to the work of the Perspectives Committee 
becoming a whole school initiative is that there is an unconscious resistance to it. Doing this 
work requires a lot of introspection and clarity about the historical implications of the struggle 
for equity and social justice.  
It’s not just about knowing about someone’s professional work  - for example 
their teaching or content area. This work is incredibly personal. You have to bring 
a lot of yourself to it, and that’s very, very hard to do in a place that you come 
to ‘work’ or you come to ‘school.’ We tend to compartmentalize. I find it very 
difficult to not bring myself. I think it’s harder for some people, and easier for 
others. Some people can put these issues on the back burner, because they think, 
‘I’m just me’ and I think ‘just you’ is a lot of things. What are those things? Let’s 
see it. Let’s bring it. Let’s share it. Let’s be our full selves. But I think there’s a 
resistance to that… it’s scary. 
Conclusion 
 The work on democracy and equity at CES began in 1997, and was picked up at 
Castanea in 2000. This difficult work has taken different forms through the years, yet it 
does not get easier. At Castanea, it is part of the fabric of the school because they have 
infused it into their daily, monthly, and yearly school calendar. Structures such as the 
Perspectives Committees, coffee with the head, and town hall meetings, along with their 
marketing and admissions policies are just a few of the examples of how Castanea brings 
the theory of progressive philosophy and the CES common principle of democracy and 
equity to life on a regular basis.  
 This chapter addressed Gerstein’s (1997) three questions for CES member schools 
as they adopted the tenth common principle of democracy and equity: “How are we 
attending to the common good? Why do certain groups of students succeed more than 
others? How do we know we provide adequate support for all students to meet high 
standards?” (p. 3). I have explained and explored the formal and informal structures at the 
school to show how administrators work to craft a thoughtful community of individuals 
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who ‘fit’ together and encourage everyone in the school community to listen to the voices 
and perspectives of others.  
 The data in Chapter Four shows how progressive pedagogy is understood and 
mobilized by teachers. This chapter’s focus on structure outlines the channels through 
which parents, students, and teachers influence the school’s progressive vision. By 
providing an in-depth description of the structures and perspectives of the school, I have 
provided a glimpse into its social and historical context. It is within this context that 
teachers work and learn together as they strive to meet the needs of all of their students. 
How that learning takes place is the focus of the following chapter. 
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Chapter 6: Sustainable Progressive Reform: The Advisory System as a Site for Expansive 
Learning  	
Teaching is regarded as an activity, i.e.; a long-term collective formation oriented 
toward a key object, such as the students and the subject matter they are to learn. 
Individual and collective actions are constituents of activities, which build on 
what the subjects consciously want to achieve in their practices. This perspective 
is important in discussions about educational change because it offers a new way 
to understand school renewal as a contradiction-driven and historical process. 
(Sannino & Nocon, 2008, p. 327). 
 
 Expansive learning, which is rooted in the Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), 
is context specific. Individual perspectives are grounded in personal history. For an individual to 
learn something new, he or she situates the new information into an existing way of seeing and 
knowing the world. New information is processed in a way that is relevant to a person’s existing 
understanding of a situation. In this way, context is as important in shaping what people learn as 
their interactions with other people are (Engeström, 2008a; Wells & Claxon, 2002). Expansive 
learning is particularly useful to understand how learning occurs among diverse individuals 
because it offers a lens to view the factors that influence each individual’s way of understanding 
the world around them. For this reason, I have chosen to employ it to understand my third 
research question: How do teachers (individually and as part collaborative communities) 
produce, reproduce, change, negotiate, interpret, and/ or sustain democratic, progressive 
schooling? To do so, I provide a rationale of how CHAT aligns with progressive pedagogy, and 
then I connect the theory to the Castanea context by explaining Castanea’s advisory system 
meetings as multiple activity systems. From this understanding, I analyze the learning that occurs 
as the educators engage in as they work to balance the needs of individual students within the 
context of a whole community.   
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Culture and History  
Progressive Education  
 Since progressive philosophy gained popularity in US education in the early 1900’s, 
scholars and practitioners have struggled to define it in a way that encapsulates the myriad 
contexts in which the term is used. (Kohn, 2008; Labaree, 2005; Little, 2013a; Read, 2013). 
From her interviews conducted with educators who self-identified as ‘progressive,’ Read (2013) 
calls for research that provides, "a more nuanced approach to understanding progressive 
education that focuses more on how educators have enacted progressive philosophies in schools, 
rather than their fidelity to any specific vision" (Read, 2013, p. 108).  Little and Ellison (2015) 
go further, insisting that progressive educators have a “moral imperative” to understand, define, 
and share what they do so that they can move their “highly effective strategies into the 
mainstream, where they belong” (p. 50). By applying CHAT as a theoretical lens to understand 
teacher learning, this study offers a means of understanding the work of progressive educators as 
a culturally and historically situated learning process. The CHAT framework, explained in detail 
below does more than just describe the work of teachers in a specific context. It provides a 
process to uncover the layers of factors that influence the work of educators.  
 To define progressive education, Read (2013) found that regardless of other pedagogical 
beliefs, one consistent commonality among progressive educators is that they focus less on what 
to teach, and more on how to teach, and who they teach, while Little and Ellison (2015) found 
that progressive educators not only focus on the children they teach, but do so in a democratic 
environment with a clear focus toward equity and justice.  As I followed Sofia through her day in 
Chapter Four, and explored the structure of the school in Chapter Five, it was my aim to make it 
clear that Sofia fits Read’s (2013) description of a ‘progressive’ educator, and that she operates 
in a carefully and intentionally designed ‘progressive’ school. Castanea’s schedule is organized 
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so that teachers participate in multiple collaborative meetings throughout the week. These 
meetings provide them a space to not only better understand their students as individuals in class, 
but as individuals outside of class and school, and as individuals embedded in a community of 
individuals.  
Activity Theory at Castanea 
 As explained in Chapter 2, Engeström's (2015) theoretical model of expansive learning is 
the third generation of a theory on human learning as understood in the cultural-historical 
activity theory (CHAT). In this model, Engeström (2015) situates learning in the social 
framework of an organization or institution by demonstrating how object based actions are 
mediated not only by environmental factors and other individuals, it is also contextually situated 
within a community or organization and its governing rule structure.  In doing so, he extends the 
unit of analysis from one activity system to multiple systems acting toward a partially shared 
object (See figure 5).  
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Two interacting activity systems as minimal model for the third generation of activity theory (Engeström, 
2009, p. 56) 
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 Empirical studies utilizing Engeström's third generation theory of activity systems as a 
lens for understanding work and change at school often do so by implementing a change 
intervention to uncover the dialogues and collaboration between activity systems (see for 
example Engeström 2008a; Sannino, 2008; Yamazumi, 2008). Because the aim of this study is to 
understand the practices that support educators at the Castanea School as they engage in and 
sustain their commitment to providing progressive education, I did not implement a change 
intervention. Instead, I have chosen to use this theoretical framework to understand the 
interactions between different organizational perspectives of teacher work as it pertains to 
student success. These organizational perspectives are evident in Castanea's practice of the 
advisory system. They can be conceptualized as coordinating activity systems represented by the 
advisor perspective and the administrative perspective. An analysis of the existing practice of the 
advisory system at Castanea uncovers how expansive learning happens through movement and 
collaboration across the traditional boundaries and gaps between activity systems. It uncovers the 
reality that “the sustainability of innovations is a complex, fragile and plastic process” (Sannino 
& Nocon, 2008, p. 327). To explore this phenomenon, the next section outlines the advisory 
system and situates it as a practice rooted in the CES 10 Common Principles.   
Castanea’s Advisory System   
 As has been explained previously, Castanea’s progressive practices were shaped through 
its association with CES/Re:Learning school reform initiative. This comprehensive school 
reform was anchored in the progressive tenets of student choice, cooperative, thematic, problem-
based learning, and focusing on the learner as a whole person (McQuillan & Muncey, 1994; 
Muncey & McQuillan, 1996). The Re:Learning reform organizers emphasized that, “each 
member school is to interpret the principles within its own cultural and institutional context” 
(McQuillian & Muncey, 1994, p. 266). This allowed the educators and administrators at 
	 		 152	
Castanea the freedom to align the Common Principles with their unique school culture and 
history.  
 Castanea’s promotional materials explain that they are a ‘community of individuals’ and 
a ‘trust-based community.’ These terms are also common parlance at the school. One of the 
central defining characteristics of their context is their commitment to understanding the 
individuals who make up their community. As was explored in depth in Chapter Five, the school 
works to embrace diversity in all its forms through their inclusive, community approach to 
admissions. The nearly 100 students at Castanea claim multiple racial, ethnic, and religious 
heritages, and their homes span five counties. Forty percent of the students are on needs-based 
scholarship, so the school values economic diversity, as well. Students come from a kaleidoscope 
of family systems, former school experiences, and learning profiles. And each one of them 
brings unique hobbies and interests from horse racing to firefighting to classical guitar and 
everything in between. Diversity such as this is growing less and less common in schools (Wells, 
Holme, Atanda, & Revilla, 2009; Orfield, 2013) and students and teachers both note that their 
home communities are much more homogenous than their school community. Nevertheless, 
educators at Castanea work to appreciate and value diversity because it ties into their mission of 
social justice. Understanding how to build common ground among students from such disparate 
backgrounds as they participate in a trust-based community of individuals is the work that 
Castanea educators do on a daily basis.  
 The end goal of this work is to help students actively connect to and engage in their own 
learning. Janis, the Direct of Learning Support, explained that many Castanea students had 
‘fallen through the cracks’ at their previous schools, and she sees that the work that she and the 
teachers do to make learning more individualized generally encourages students to be more 
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engaged in school. Once students feel a sense of purpose in the work they do at school, they can 
then find their place within the Castanea ‘community of individuals.’ To foster this process, 
Castanea educators work to understand that the school is one piece of a student’s life – school 
life cannot be separated from home and family life. The school’s advisory system is their 
mechanism to compile a complete picture of a student’s life. It doing so, they work to ensure that 
their students are engaged at Castanea in a way that they have not been in their previous schools.  
 Castanea developed its advisory system when it joined the Re:Learning reform initiative. 
Therefore, if sustainable school reform is defined as the degree to which local practices are 
transformed by the reform innovations, and how those transformations continue to support 
aspects of the reform even after the overall reform initiative has been discontinued, (Coburn, et, 
al., 2012) then for practices that have been in place for nearly 30 years, it is necessary to explore 
the reform principles as organic practices embedded in the school culture (see Chapter Two for a 
more detailed analysis of sustainable school reform). While many of the Re:Learning reform 
principles are visibly evident in the daily operation at Castanea, this chapter focuses specifically 
on unpacking the advisory system. This system involves everyone at the school, it takes up a 
total of 13 hours of meetings per week, and students spend just over two hours per week with 
their advisory. After classes, the advisory system takes up more time than any other activity at 
the school, and is the mechanism through which educators learn who they teach, which as Read 
(2013) found, is the most telling descriptor for determining a progressive educator.  
Castanea’s advisory system operates on the principles of communication, flexibility, and 
trust. Most full time teachers are advisors. An advisor is responsible for 6-10 students. Some 
advisories have two advisors. This is the case for new teachers who are learning the system and 
part time teachers who are not at school for the full week. The school is separated into two parts 
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– the middle school (Grades 7 and 8) and the upper school (grades 9-12). Advisories are mixed-
age groupings by school. There are two advisories in the middle school and 12 in the upper 
school. Students stay with the same advisory for the duration of their stay in middle school, and 
they join new advisories when they move to the upper school. Unless a major change occurs, 
such as a teacher leaving the school, students stay in their upper school advisory until they 
graduate. When a new student enters the school, the Director of Admissions carefully considers 
his or her personality and needs, and then studies the make-up of the existing advisories. The 
objective of the advisory system is to place students with an advisor who can best understand 
how to meet the students where they are and help them to grow (Cunitz, Narva, Baxter, 2011). 
Advisories meet twice each day for a total of 25 minutes. During this time, the advisors talk with 
their advisees individually and as a whole group. They discuss personal and educational triumphs 
and setbacks; academic, behavioral, and/or social needs; and how to set and achieve goals.  
A major tenet underlying Castanea’s progressive philosophy is that students are self 
aware of their own strengths, limitations, and needs. In part, this is accomplished through goal 
setting within the advisory. By encouraging students to be aware of their own needs, advisors 
guide students through the process of advocating for solutions to best meet their learning needs. 
Through these goal-setting discussions, the advisors come to know their advisees as whole 
people both inside and outside of school (Cunitz, Narva, Baxter, 2011). To enhance this process, 
the advisor facilitates a sense of community within the advisory through team building exercises 
and group discussions, so that students feel comfortable sharing details about their home and 
personal lives. Openness and communication is the key to an effective advisory. It is within this 
space that each student is heard and respected, not only by their peers, but also by an adult in the 
school  (Cunitz, Narva, Baxter, 2011). When students are heard and respected in this way, they 
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tend to lower the barrier between their ‘school self’ and their ‘whole self’ and let their advisors 
get to know them as complex individuals. This meaningful glimpse into the student’s whole life 
encourages advisors to understand how their advisees make sense of their own reality and how 
their perception shapes their personality, their interactions with others, and their learning needs. 
In doing so, the advisor and the student come to determine what conditions the student needs in 
order to learn, grow, and thrive at school  (Cunitz, Narva, Baxter, 2011). Because most of this 
happens as a group, advisors are also able to guide students to meaningfully explore different 
perspectives and negotiate a balance of individual and communal needs.  
In addition to meeting with their advisees twice a day, advisors also participate in a series 
of meetings. For a breakdown of these meetings, see Figure 6. They meet with the Director of 
Learning Support once every four weeks for a Support Team meeting. Each advisor’s Support 
Team consists of the Director of Learning Support, and at least one member of the clinical social 
work team. The clinical social work team includes one director, one full time social worker, 
and five interns from local universities. Most of the interns are studying to be social workers, but 
some of them come from family therapy, art or music therapy, or counseling programs. Because 
multiple members of the clinical team may work with an advisor’s advisees, there is often more 
than one clinical staff member present in the Support Team meetings. Each member of the 
clinical team has a caseload of students that they see on a regular basis throughout the week. 
These regular appointments are with students who require additional therapeutic support beyond 
what the advisor or teachers can provide. Often the students who have scheduled appointments 
with the clinical team see therapists or specialists outside of school. The clinical team 
coordinates their care with these outside specialists. In addition to the regularly scheduled 
appointments, the clinical team members make themselves available throughout the school day 
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for any student who needs additional emotional support in dealing with an issue. Issues are often 
conflicts with other students, conflicts with teachers, or concerns at home that are interfering 
with schoolwork. During the Support Team meetings, the clinical team reports back to the 
advisor and Janis, the Director of Learning Support regarding the students’ social, emotional, and 
behavioral progress both within school and with the outside therapist. Within reason and the 
legal bounds of mandated reporting, the Support Team respects the students’ wishes for 
confidentiality, so they will often report on issues relevant to a student’s academic, social, or 
behavioral goals, but will leave out confidential details that are not pertinent to the student’s 
success.  
 
 
 
Type of Meeting Description Attendees 
Support Team Each advisor meets once every four weeks to receive all the 
feedback gathered during the Feedback meetings about 
their advisory. Discussion is on the academic and emotional 
progress and development. Goals and action plans are 
decided upon,  
• Director of Learning 
Support  
• Advisor 
• Relevant Clinical Team 
staff 
Feedback Each week (in a four week rotating schedule) teachers meet 
to give updates about the academic, social, and emotional 
performance of students in designated advisories.  
• Director of Learning 
Support 
• All members of the team 
Advisor Support When the Director of Learning Support or an advisor feels a 
particular student is in crisis, they will call an advisor 
support meeting for everyone involved with the child to 
convene and discuss an action plan for helping the child out 
of crisis.  
• Director of Learning 
Support 
• All teachers and clinical 
staff who interact with the 
student 
• Other administrators as 
relevant 
Figure 6. Description of meetings involved in the advisory system meeting loop 
 
 
 
During the Support Team meetings, Janis reports on the data she has compiled during her 
Feedback meetings from the previous week. Janis has regularly scheduled meetings each week 
with each of the different teams of teachers at the school. Every week the teams of teachers talk 
about students from a different group of advisories. See Figure 7 for the weekly schedule of 
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advisory system meetings. In these meetings, Janis compiles grades and reports on the 
academics, behavior, participation, and emotional state of each student in a set group of 
advisories. In Feedback meetings, teachers report on their interactions with students in class as 
well as in activities, community service, or in informal settings. Janis takes the data from the 
week of Feedback meetings and presents it to each individual advisor during his or her Support 
Team meeting. In the Support Team meetings, the advisor works to bring the student’s voice to 
the table, while Janis represents the teachers’ voices, and the clinical staff provides a therapeutic 
perspective. Through this process Janis and the advisor, with help from the clinical team, work to 
understand how each advisee is progressing with his or her goals and how they can continue to 
grow. Their goal throughout is to facilitate a productive discussion about each student both as an 
individual and as a member of the school community in order to equitably provide support for 
the unique issues that each student is dealing with in a way that does not disrupt the classroom 
climate of decency and trust  (Cunitz, Narva, Baxter, 2011). If an actionable item comes up in 
these meetings, generally it is the advisor’s responsibility to inform other teachers, the student, 
and the student’s family and work out a way to put the plan into action.  
In the event that a student is facing an academic, behavioral, or social crisis, Janis or the 
advisor will call an Advisor Support meeting. In these meetings all teachers, clinical staff, and 
administrators who interact with a student meet to determine a plan of action to best help the 
student. Instances of crisis may include extended time out of school for illness, hospitalization, 
or a death in the family, social or behavioral issues, or uncovering the extent of a student’s 
learning differences and how they impact the student’s performance across classes. The objective 
of these meetings is to quickly reach a consensus and plan of action to mobilize school support 
resources for a student. Because these meetings are called on an as needed basis, there is a 
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permanent time slot for these meetings on Tuesday during lunch. During my observation, I noted 
that these meetings took place nearly every week. 
 
 
 
Figure 7. Weekly schedule of advisory meetings 
 
 
 
According to the school’s advisory system handbook, effective advisors work to 
understand who each of their advisees is as a multi-faceted person, how they see and understand 
the world, and in turn, how others (particularly other teachers) see and understand them (Cunitz, 
Narva, Baxter, 2011). An effective advisor then ‘translates’ the student’s perspective into a 
language that can best be understood and acted on by the other adults in the meeting, at the 
school, and in the child's life. Advisors are expected to be advocates for their advisees. Very 
often these students have struggled in traditional school settings because they have not had the 
self-advocacy skills required to communicate their needs to teachers and administrators. At 
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Castanea, the advisor as advocate is considered one of the most valuable assets in ensuring 
student success. 
 Through the course of this study, I observed 16 Feedback meetings, 13 Support Team 
meetings, and 5 advisor support meetings. I observed 13 of the 14 advisories at least once, and 
most of them multiple times.6 I was not given permission to audio record any meetings due to the 
confidential and sensitive information about students that gets discussed. I typed detailed 
observation notes on everything that was said in the meetings. I was conscientious to not record 
any student names or identifying information. For a full explanation of the observation protocol 
and methods of analysis, please see Chapter Three. The following analysis is synthesized from 
the data I collected.  
Connecting Advisory to CES Common Principles  
 The advisory system at Castanea has been in place since the school joined the CES/ECS 
Re:Learning comprehensive school reform initiative in 1988. As explained above, Re:Learning 
was designed to allow schools to develop their reform practices in ways that were meaningful to 
each school’s unique context. The one reform requirement that schools were expected to adhere 
to was that their reform practices must meaningfully address each of a set of ten common 
principles (See Appendix A). Theodore Sizer, the founder of the Coalition of Essential Schools 
(CES), first outlined these Common Principles in his book, Horace’s Compromise – The 
Dilemma of the American High School (1984). This book was his analysis of a multi-year, 
nation-wide, ethnographic study of American high schools co-sponsored by the National 
Association of Secondary School Principals. The common principles arose out of the notion that 
schools have the potential to be much more than sites for learning a common set of facts and 
																																																								6	The PI’s son is a student at the Castanea. To avoid a conflict of interest, I did not observe his advisory, nor did I attend the Support Team 
meetings for his advisors. When he was mentioned in Feedback meetings, I left the room while he was being discussed.	
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figures. If school design could keep individual, human learners at the focus of their practice, the 
school would have a much better chance of engaging students in their own learning, growth, and 
graduation (Sizer, 1984).  
 Castanea does not keep archival records to trace the creation of their advisory system 
back to 1988, so it is impossible to see how this reform initiative was initially planned or 
implemented; however, three Castanea faculty members published a handbook that outlines the 
specifics of the advisory (Cunitz, Narva, & Baxter, 2011). The audience for this handbook is 
teachers and administrators at Castanea and other schools who hold similar progressive 
philosophies. Through an analysis of this handbook, as well as observation and interview data, it 
is clear that Castanea’s advisory system, almost 30 years later is still underpinned by five CES 
common principles. All 10 of the common principles are evident in various ways across the 
school; however, the focus of this chapter is the advisory system, not an in depth exploration of 
all of the ways that each of the principles is enacted on a daily basis. The advisory system 
exemplifies five principles which will be explored in turn in this section: 1) personalization; 2) 
goals apply to all students; 3) student as worker, teacher as coach; 4) demonstration of mastery; 
and 5) tone of decency and trust. 
 At the core of progressive education is the tenet of student-centered learning. This notion 
that a student’s interest and aptitude should guide their learning dates back to early 1900’s 
(Cremin, 1961; Kleibard, 1995; Pecore, 2015). To account for human differences, progressive 
educators, Sizer included, believe that teachers should work to understand their students as 
individual learners with distinct strengths, weaknesses, and interests. And to the extent possible, 
teachers should design curriculum to align with the needs and interests of each student (Nager & 
Shapiro, 2007; Read, 2013). In order to do this, though, two conditions must be in place. First, 
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teachers must know their students well, and second; teachers must have the freedom and latitude 
to teach to students’ diverse interests in ways that are authentic to the teacher’s pedagogical 
philosophy (Sizer, 1984).  
 At Castanea, the long-standing advisory system provides structure for teachers to meet 
both of these conditions. All teachers are active participants in getting to know the students and 
their needs as they participate in the Feedback and Support Team meetings. By analyzing these 
meetings, it is clear that a student’s learning needs cannot be understood solely through 
examining their performance in one class. Each teacher and advisor sees a student in a different 
light, and when they bring that perspective to the discussion, the other teachers present get a 
glimpse of a dimension of the student that may not be visible in their own class. In addition to 
the Support Team and Feedback meetings, advisors also provide updates to their colleagues on 
their advisee’s successes and areas for concern during staff meetings.  
 In individual interviews with the Janis, the Director of Learning Support, Gretchen, the 
Director of Admissions, and Samuel, the Director of Emotional Services, each of these 
administrators mentioned that a critical aspect of their jobs is to understand how the resources of 
the school are being used at any given time. Samuel explained, “we try to keep an eye on the 
needs of the institution as well as the needs of the kids because, while we can offer a lot of 
support, we don't have an indefinite amount of support that is available.” They find that effective 
resource allocation is directly tied to student success because it allows them to be flexible to 
meet student needs as they arise. In this way, the school administration and teachers are able to 
regularly revisit their goals to ensure that they apply to all of their students (Sizer, 1984). A 
school’s goals cannot remain static through generations of students, because as different students 
come into and leave a school, they alter the fabric of the community in various ways. Teachers 
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and administrators need to be aware of the shifts in the school and align the curricular and social 
goals in individual classes as well as in the school overall to the needs and interests of the 
students in front of them. Goals then, often shift from year to year as the school grows with its 
students (Sizer, 1984).  
 The admissions team is mindful of accepting students whose needs and personalities fit 
the school’s mission and vision, and who will not require more resources than the school can 
reasonably provide. Once students are admitted, Janis and Samuel work to help teachers support 
each of the students in their classes and advisories. Samuel coordinates support for students who 
require more care than teachers and advisors are trained to give. He also provides one-on-one 
support for teachers who are overwhelmed or frustrated by the intense care work necessary to 
provide such a high level of support for their students. Through the Feedback/ Support Team 
loop, Janis facilitates open communication between teachers, administrators, educational 
advocates (e.g., advisor, parent, therapist), and the students they serve. These meetings 
encourage teachers to know their students and how they learn, as well as to determine what 
services and/or accommodations each student needs and how to provide that for them so that all 
students can achieve their own goals, as well as the goals of the school. The process of learning 
the needs of the students strengthens the teachers’ ability to adapt the curriculum so that all 
students can achieve curricular goals, because once the goals for the whole group are set, it is the 
responsibility of the teachers to differentiate their instruction, activities, and testing in ways that 
each student can succeed (Sizer, 1984). 
 The way in which teachers are able to deliver such individualized instruction while still 
ensuring that each student is achieving common goals is by teaching from the mindset of 
“student as worker and teacher as coach” (Sizer, 1984). This metaphor of learning and teaching 
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places the work of knowledge creation on the student instead of the teacher. In this model, the 
teacher does not act as an omniscient expert who delivers content and learning to the students as 
empty vessels. Instead, the teacher coaches students to learn how they learn best, to look for and 
process relevant information, and to teach themselves to learn and manipulate new content 
(Sizer, 1984). In doing so, students are encouraged to take control of their own learning and self-
advocate for the conditions they need in order to learn and work to the best of their ability.   
 In the advisory system meeting loop, Janis acts as a coach for the teachers as they learn to 
work to their best potential individually, with others, and with the technology at their disposal. 
She fosters an atmosphere of collaboration and trust in the meetings so that teachers and advisors 
can arrive at the most effective ways to encourage students to discover and follow their passions 
and interests. Additionally Janis and the advisor use the advisory meetings to monitor how other 
teachers are complying with the agreed upon behavior and learning plans.  
 One of the most defining, uniquely CES features at Castanea is their passion for 
demonstration of mastery. The philosophy underpinning this practice is that student learning can 
best be assessed by observing how the student performs on real tasks. The task and the content at 
hand determine what forms of evidence the teachers use to assess the student. Examples of this 
evidence range from ongoing anecdotal evidence to the completion of projects that combine 
multiple skills.  At Castanea, students graduate upon the successful completion and 
demonstration of a series of 15 projects. This practice has been proven to be highly effective. 
Castanea alumni cite the exhibitions as a preparation that has helped them to be successful in 
their post-secondary education (Baxter, 2016). Because of the scope and magnitude of 
graduation exhibitions, there is a system in place to help students work through them. As 
explained in Chapters One and Four, Sofia and the other senior work teachers often deal with 
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students who are struggling to complete their graduation exhibition projects. In these instances, 
the teachers report on the students’ progress in the Feedback and Support Team meetings. A 
considerable amount of effort and planning go into assisting individual students to design and 
complete their projects that provide proof of mastery. This is not only an issue for the teachers 
who work with seniors. Teachers of the younger grades incorporate the skills necessary for 
successful graduation exhibitions into their curriculum, as well. During open house, the middle 
school team gave a detailed explanation of how they incorporate senior work skills into the 7th 
and 8th grade classes to parents. All teachers at the school are attuned to the eventuality that their 
students will one day be completing senior work, so teachers are mindful to discuss younger 
students who display early warning signs that they may need intensive support and resources to 
be able to complete their own senior work projects when the time comes. Through these 
discussions in the advisory meetings, teachers avoid comparing one student to another in terms 
of ability or performance. Instead, they use the student's past work, performance, and behavior as 
a benchmark to gauge that student’s individual progress. 
 Understanding how a student learns and encouraging them to do the same, as well as 
measuring a student’s growth by charting their individual progress toward a goal are examples of 
how the principle of demonstration of mastery leads to the principle of setting a tone of decency 
and trust. This principle encourages administrators and teachers to openly promote trust, fairness, 
generosity, and tolerance in all aspects of the school day. At Castanea, they work to foster these 
traits in interactions between teachers and students, students and other students, all adults at the 
school, and the interactions between the school and members of the students’ support networks 
outside of school (e.g., parents, therapists, and tutors). Trust does not come easily for some 
Castanea students, though. Particularly those who have come from negative schooling 
	 		 165	
experiences. As one teacher explained in a focus group interview:  
I feel like trust, for a lot of students, is kind of a new thing. I think, depending 
their educational background before coming here, many of them haven't been in a 
trust-based system before. They were more in a system that was the opposite of 
trust, you know, like they're (treated like they were) completely untrustworthy, 
and so it's a new experience and some students flourish in it …and I think other 
students don't know how to react to the kind of independence that goes along with 
trust. 
 
Advisors work to introduce their advisees into the trust-based community. They find this work to 
be difficult because not only are students not familiar with this notion, they often come from 
school and family systems that actively teach them the opposite. In the same focus group 
conversation another teacher explained that she struggles with teaching trust to students who do 
not come to the school with a background of being trusted because, “everyday people go to other 
environments where trust is not the perspective, and so it can be confusing (for students) to trust 
that trust is a safe perspective to have.” The students agree that trust is central to how the school 
operates. In a focus group of seniors, most of whom who had been at the school since 7th grade, 
they explained that the sense of trust stems from the sense of community and the lack of 
competition. They feel that trust is generated because everyone at the school knows one another, 
and is celebrated for their unique strengths. In fact, the students say that they have been deterred 
from misbehavior because they feel a sense of peer pressure to keep the trust at the school, and 
students who do things to break trust “just get a little ostracized.”   
Advisory System as Activity System 
Role of Culture in CHAT  
 In the Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, (CHAT) the culture of an organization is “the 
mediating factor between the subject and the environment. By means of cultural artifacts and 
signs human beings transform both the world around them and themselves” (Sannino & Nocon, 
2008, p. 327). Sannino and Nocon (2008) go on to explain the importance of collaborative work 
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with other individuals as a powerful mediating factor in the transformation of both the 
individuals involved, and the context in which they are operating. The two cultural threads that 
tie together all of the work at Castanea that goes into their adherence to the CES principles are 
trust and positive intent. Therefore, according to CHAT, this culture is imbued in all of the 
interactions between advisors, teachers, administrators, and students as they work with one 
another and their environment to sustain the school’s progressive philosophy.  
 Underlying all aspects of day-to-day life at Castanea is their adherence to their goal of 
being a trust-based community. Through collaborative work in class, whole school community 
service activities, and the advisory system, they engage in community strengthening exercises to 
create a safe atmosphere that encourages students and adults alike to feel like valued, respected 
members of a productive, democratic environment. A teacher who has been at the school for 
over ten years explained, “I think, as a school, part of being a trust base system is that we assume 
positive intent or that we assume that people are doing the best they can.” She goes on to say, 
“We generally take the stance that if somebody makes a mistake or does something bad they are 
not bad. Like, there's some circumstance that leads to them making their (bad) decision.” 
Another teacher in the focus group explained that for her, “when students do things that are 
wrong, I know that in this trust and respect based system, there are reasons behind their actions 
that I can feel compassion for.” Gretchen agrees and explains that when she interviews new 
families, she explains to them that at Castanea they work to find students who are a good fit and 
to her, fit is “finding the place where your child is going to be viewed as their best selves and 
where they're going to be celebrated for all that they bring to the table rather than disparaged for 
the things that they can't do well.” Despite this emphasis on positive intent, another teacher 
remained cautious about the reality of creating a safe, trusting environment with such a diverse 
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student body. From her 14 years experience at the school she explained that the school works 
hard to provide a safe environment, but the trouble with diversity in a small community is that 
minority students are still minority voices at the school, and what may feel like a safe space for 
some students may not be safe for others. She explained, “I think on any given day there are a 
number of students don't feel safe here, but I think that it's so much better than most places.” An 
example of this phenomenon is explained from the student perspective in Chapter Five.  
 Despite the difficulty involved, the daily work of the advisory system is to promote 
equity as a demonstrable product by attending to trust, fit, and positive intent. By having an 
advisor as an advocate, students who have social or emotional or learning differences, those who 
come from low SES families, or those who have any sort of minority voice are able to have their 
voices heard by their teachers in a way that many of them have not before. Because Castanea 
teachers work to get to know each of their students as a whole person, they can take into 
consideration the constellation of factors in a student’s life that may be influencing that student’s 
performance in class. In this way, teachers can recognize that the reasons for a student’s failure 
are often outside of any one individual’s control, but if everyone involved in the student’s life 
can trust one another and work together to mitigate the negative factors, the student can often 
succeed. In this way, Castanea administrators work to ensure that their students experience much 
higher rates of educational success than they had in their previous schools. Furthermore, students 
use the lessons they have learned at Castanea to experience success as they go on to post-
secondary education (Baxter, 2016).  
The Case for Expansive Learning  
 By adhering to all ten CES principles, teachers and administrators at Castanea recognize 
that they must constantly revisit their curricula, teaching practices, and goals. In individual 
interviews with members of the administration team, each administrator, in his or her own way, 
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explained that because the student body changes regularly through graduation and attrition, the 
school is constantly re-inventing itself to meet the needs of their population at any given time. 
Neal explained that because the Castanea only has a population of approximately 100 students, 
and the average graduating class has about 20 students, the school runs on the premise that one 
quarter of their population will be different each and every school year. To manage turnover like 
this, Neal regularly encourages the staff to reflect on what they do and why they do it. He 
schedules in-services and professional development throughout the year to encourage this type of 
behavior. Additionally, advisors and teachers use the advisory system meetings to effectively 
manage their shifting caseloads of students.  
 An analysis of the organizational structure and time devoted to the Support Team and 
Feedback meetings reveals that Castanea administrators value the opportunity for teachers to be 
regularly engaged in the individual and organizational learning necessary to keep up with student 
change and sustaining progressive pedagogy. This learning affords the school the flexibility to 
assess and adjust as necessary. As explained above and in Chapter 2, in CHAT, learning occurs 
as people, either individually or collaboratively, work through conflicts within their environment 
with the end result of generating new knowledge (Engeström, 2009, 2011; Wells & Claxton, 
2002). The knowledge that teachers co-create in the Support Team and Feedback meetings is 
centered mainly on ever-evolving student needs, curricular issues, and the allocation of support 
resources. Understanding that each individual brings a unique history to bear on the topic, Janis 
facilitates the meetings in a way that encourages teachers and clinical staff to honor the multiple 
perspectives of their colleagues and understand how each person present experiences the school 
context and interacts with students. Interacting in this type of work environment shapes the 
individuals who interact in it as much as those same individuals shape the work that they do and 
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the environment in which they do it (Sannino & Nocon, 2008; Engeström, 2015). In this way, the 
school maintains its core values while at the same time adapting its daily practices to meet the 
students’ needs. 
 Schools are unique workplace environments in that employees are charged with 
orchestrating the growth and development of children. Childhood is a time marked by dramatic 
growth and change. Add to that the fact that each individual child has unique strengths, 
weaknesses, dispositions, and circumstances outside of school. With this much variation, 
educators cannot afford to remain static in their practices. Nor can they truly understand the 
needs of their students by viewing them in the light of one class alone. To study teacher learning 
in the workplace then, it is necessary to recognize that what that teachers are aiming to learn 
about is their students. Adolescents, as a discipline of study, are in constant flux. In this learning 
environment, teachers regularly find themselves faced with novel situations and few pre-existing 
guidelines for how to approach them. 	
 In Engeström’s (2015) expansive learning metaphor, the goal of learning is to co-create 
new information that has never been known before. To account for the dynamic nature of the 
world, and the work place in particular, expansive learning develops through the process of 
identifying and negotiating solutions to conflicts that arise daily as individuals are faced with the 
novel, unique situations and combinations of factors as they interact with one another and with 
their environment. These factors interact with one another in an activity system (Engeström, 
2015). The expansive learning metaphor takes the focus of learning off the individual (the 
subject) and instead locates it within a system of interrelated factors. It emphasizes that learning 
cannot occur in isolation. Instead, expansive learning provides a framework to understand how 
learning occurs through the interactions of individuals, how their work is divided, what rules are 
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in place for them to follow, and their interaction with the various tools or artifacts that they use. 
These interacting elements are displayed in Figure 8. (For a more detailed explanation of 
expansive learning, see Chapter Two).   
 As a subject (be it an individual or a group) navigates the interrelated factors within an 
activity system of, the subsequent learning is the object that results from identifying a conflict 
somewhere within the activity system, locating and mobilizing the appropriate connections, and 
generating new knowledge. By analyzing learning as the object of the activity, instead of an 
isolated event that that occurs within an individual, it becomes clear what conflicts occurred 
between whom (or what) and to what degree they were disruptive enough to influence new 
learning. It is consequential here to note the difference between a conflict and a contradiction. 
Conflicts, according to Sannino (2008) are short term, related to discrete actions, not the entire 
activity, and are inter- or intra- personal. Contradictions are systemic tensions that involve 
multiple interacting nodes on the activity system and have a much longer life span than conflicts. 
 
 
 
Figure 8. The structure of a human activity system (Engeström, 2009, p. 55) 
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 Analyzing the conflicts that arise leads to a deeper understanding of the systemic 
historical and cultural contradictions within an organization. Both conflicts and contradictions 
are understood through the interaction of human, non-human, cultural, and historical factors. 
Learning occurs as individuals navigate and negotiate these factors. As such, learning cannot be 
accomplished just by the actions of one individual. Expansive learning acknowledges the 
cultural-historical context of the environment of the workplace, as well as the importance of 
collaborative work. 
 By extending Engeström’s (2015) metaphor of expansive learning to Castanea’s Support 
Team and Feedback meeting loop, it becomes easier to map how teachers negotiate conflicts that 
arise through their daily interactions with students, colleagues, and the school environment. 
These conflicts get resolved as teachers pool their strengths and collective competencies to 
generate new knowledge about how to deal with the problem at hand (Engeström, 2009, 2011; 
Wells & Claxton, 2002). Because expansive learning acknowledges the complex interaction of 
factors that comprise an activity, it is most closely aligned to the modern reality of learning for 
and at work in educational settings. For that reason, I have chosen it to serve as the basis for 
understanding the work that goes into sustaining progressive pedagogy at Castanea. Ultimately, 
the goal of the school is student success. Focusing on student success as an outcome is an 
example of expansive learning. In the case of each individual student, their success is an illusive 
state that is influenced by a multitude of factors and is a constant work in progress.  
Interacting Activity Systems 
 “Activity theory seeks to analyze development within practical social activities” 
(Sannino, Daniels & Gutiérrez, 2009, p. 1). As such, it offers a lens through which to view the 
history and culture of an organization while at the same time analyzing the individual and 
collaborative contributions of those who work within it. In Engeström’s (2009, 2015) third 
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generation of activity theory, the basic activity system model explained above is broadened to 
include at least two interacting activity systems (see Figure 5). In this model, the object, or the 
new information that is being learned moves from the “initial state of unreflected, situationally 
given 'raw material' (object 1) …to a collectively meaningful object constructed by the activity 
system (object 2), …and to a potentially shared or jointly constructed object (object 3)”  
(Engeström, 2009, p. 56). 
 Engeström (2009) goes on to explain that analyzing an activity system rests on the 
following principles. First, it is essential to analyze the entire activity system (Figure 8) as a 
whole and then put it into context with other activity systems (Figure 5). In doing so, it is 
necessary to recognize that actions are independent, but subordinate to the overall activity. Thus, 
they cannot be understood and analyzed outside of the context of the activity system. Secondly, 
activity systems are multi-voiced, meaning they are made up of “multiple points of view, 
traditions, and interests” (Engeström, 2009, p. 56). Participants (as understood through the 
community and the division of labor) have different positions, histories, and contexts, and 
therefore different perspectives to add to the activity system and resultant conflicts and 
contradictions. The more activity systems are at play, the more voices are involved. It is difficult 
for a subject to negotiate all of the voices, but doing so can be a source of innovation because it 
requires action to translate and negotiate from one perspective to another. Third, the problems 
and potentials of activity systems cannot be understood or analyzed when taken out of their 
historical context. Historical context includes both the local history of the organization as well as 
the history of the field in which it is situated. The work at Castanea as a progressive school, then, 
needs to be analyzed against the history of its own interpretation of progressive pedagogy, and 
against the more global backdrop of progressive education, socially-just schooling, and school 
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reform. The fourth principle deals with the importance of contradiction. To expand on the 
definition above, "contradictions are historically accumulating structural tensions within and 
between activity systems" (Engeström, 2009, p. 57). From the Castanea teachers’ discussion on 
the difficulty of teaching students their work to promote a trust-based system that recognizes 
positive intent is one contradiction they face. Additionally, as the previous chapters have made 
clear, balancing the individual and the community as well as providing appropriate 
individualized education are other underlying contradictions present at the school. The final 
principle of activity systems is that they are on going and constantly changing. Sometimes this 
change is rapid, while other times the pace of change seems glacial. As individuals interact with 
underlying contradictions some people and groups inevitably attempt to question or change them 
(Engeström, 2009). Examples of this at Castanea that have been explored throughout this paper 
are: the discussion about the guiding principles of graduation by exhibition in the opening 
vignette of Chapter One, and the discussion about the philosophy of free time at lunch as 
discussed in the staff meeting in Chapter Four. Expansive transformations occur when 
discussions such as these lead to institutional change, such as the inception of the Adult 
Perspectives Committee. 
Advisory System as a Site for Expansive Learning 
 In the remainder of this chapter, I analyze the work of advisors and the Director of 
Learning Support and as they navigate their roles as subjects in their own activity systems. I then 
explore how their collaborative interdependence (Engeström, 2008a) on one another results in 
the creation of new learning as they navigate the boundaries and gaps between their activity 
systems. Because CHAT "offers a conceptual framework that views a collective activity system 
as the unit of analysis of human practice and development and as one rich source of ideas and 
tools for modeling future innovative practices" (Yamazumi, 2008, p. 367) this analysis is useful 
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for understanding how progressive pedagogy is sustained at Castanea, and could be replicated in 
other contexts.  
Creating an Object in Advisory System 
 As explained above, the advisory system is made up of three different meetings: 
Feedback, Support Team, and Advisor Support (Figure 6). While each of these meetings serves a 
different function within the overall advisory system, the issues and conflicts discussed across 
the meetings are the same because through the cycle of the meetings, Janis collects data during 
Feedback meetings, and then analyzes the data with the advisor during Support Team meetings. 
The two key players in this meeting cycle are Janis and the advisor. They each approach the 
meetings from a different, yet complementary perspective, and they work in concert to achieve 
similar outcomes or objects. For this analysis, each of these key players is seen as being a subject 
in her own activity system.  
 Engeström’s (2009, 2015) third generation of activity theory follows the object that is 
being learned from its first iteration as ‘raw material’ in Object 1 to an outcome that gains 
meaning as it is understood in the context of the activity system as Object 2, and finally to its 
third formulation as Object 3 that is created through the collaboration of two activity systems 
(See Figure 9). For the advisor, Object 1 is to act as an advocate by brining the advisee’s voice to 
the meetings. Advisors explain that their goal is to help their advisees be “their best self they can 
be.” For the Director of Learning Support, her Object 1 is to ensure the student gets the services 
they need to succeed, while at the same time maintain an equitable balance in the distribution of 
services across the school. As these two activity systems come together, the advisor’s Object 2 is 
to coordinate the work necessary in order to put plans for student success in action (e.g. 
communicate with the advisee’s family and teachers). Janis’ Object 2 is to coordinate the work 
necessary for each individual student within the umbrella of services available within the school, 
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and where necessary to mobilize support outside of the school, such as with tutors. Through their 
collaboration, the advisor and the Director of Learning Support create a third, common object, 
which is to create a plan for each student to learn how to mobilize their own self-advocacy and 
become an active participant in their own social, emotional, and academic learning in a way that 
is: 1) responsive to the student’s needs and to the teacher's teaching style; 2) not disruptive to the 
other students in the class; 3) not a burden on the school's resources. See Figure 9. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9. Objects of the Advisor and Director of Learning Support as two interacting activity systems 
 
 
 
Individual Activity Systems   
 Through an analysis of the advisory handbook, (Cunitz, Narva, & Baxter, 2011) nearly 
40 hours of observations of advisory meetings, and interviews with advisors and the Director of 
Learning Support, it is clear that the intervening aspects of the advisory activity system shape the 
work of the advisors and the Director of Learning Support. The following analysis will explore 
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the role of the advisor (Figure 10) and the Director of Learning Support (Figure 11) as subjects 
in coordinating activity systems by defining the following for each subject: rules, mediating 
artifacts, community, and division of labor.  
  Both Janis and the advisors operate under the same rules that govern the advisory system, 
as well as the school at large. These rules are: 1) the CES common principles; 2) the established 
advisory system guidelines and protocols; 3) trust; and 4) positive intent.   
 The mediating artifacts that guide both the advisors and the Director of Learning Support 
during the advisory system meetings are the non-human factors that influence a student’s school 
performance. These factors include: 1) technology; 2) diagnostic tests; 3) therapeutic diagnosis 
from a specialist outside of the school; 4) medication; and 5) behavior plans. This is not an 
exhaustive list, merely the ones that either came up most often in the meetigs, or represented 
particular areas of conflict for one or both of the subjects. These artifacts manifest differently for 
each student. Not all artifacts impact all students. Janis and the advisor are careful to consider 
each student and each situation in light of the relevant artifacts.  
 Technology as an artifact includes the interactive grade book software that teachers use to 
monitor grades and performance, as well as the Google classroom platform that teachers use to 
post class content and collect homework. Students, parents, and teachers all rely on technology 
such as school-related social media, text and email in some capacity for home-school and 
student-teacher communication. Janis relies on diagnostic tests to understand each student’s 
academic ability. When available, parents share tests from previous schools or specialists. In 
other cases, the school contracts specialists to perform diagnostic tests. These tests are used to 
establish a baseline and growth in areas such as reading, math, and cognition. Janis shares the 
tests results with the advisor when they are relevant. Some Castanea students seek the help of 
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therapists, psychologists, counselors, and doctors to work through their individual physical, 
psychological, developmental, or behavioral diagnoses. In these cases, Janis and the clinical team 
coordinate the in-school care with the diagnosis and recommendations of the outside experts. In 
some cases, this requires that they are aware of a student’s use of prescription medication. In 
other cases, the therapist will recommend a behavior plan. 
 
 
 
Figure 10. The role of advisor as an activity system 
 
 
 
 The community context of the school plays a large part in the work of the advisory 
system. Two aspects that impact the work and learning of both the Director of Learning Support 
and the advisors are the established social norms at the school, and how individual needs get 
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balanced with the community. The social norms at the school align with the CES common 
principles as well as with the school rules. The social norms of the school manifest in the ways in 
which teachers and students work to maintain a trust and respect-based, democratic learning 
environment. This environment is the foundation upon which the school can develop a 
community of individuals, where individual needs are balanced with community needs.  
 From this foundational sense of community, the advisor’s role is to understand how their 
advisees interact with their teachers and other students, and the extent to which these interactions 
enhance or detract from the accepted social norms. Through the advisory meeting process, Janis 
works to coordinate the resources and services at the school with the recommendations of the 
therapists and counselors that the students work with outside of school. She is also in constant 
contact with Samuel, the learning Support Team, the teachers, and the administrative teams in 
order to ensure that the services the school offers are equitably balanced across the student body.   
 As outlined in Castanea’s handbook on the advisory system, the advisor and the Director 
of Learning Support each fulfill different obligations in the advisory meetings (Cunitz, Narva, & 
Baxter, 2011). Advisors coordinate with other teachers to ensure that they are implementing the 
agreed upon accommodations for the student. Advisors also work individually with their 
advisees to set and monitor academic, social, and behavioral goals. Additionally, the advisors 
maintain regular contact with the parents and guardians of their advisees through progress 
reports, which are sent home every three weeks. When necessary, advisors also communicate 
regularly with parents and guardians via email, phone, or text. Janis is a member of both the 
admissions team and the administrative team. She brings the advisor/advisee voice to these 
meetings to help these teams ensure that the schools’ resources are being equitably managed and 
distributed as needed across all students. She also manages and facilitates the Support Team/ 
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Feedback meeting loop by collecting, analyzing, and disseminating relevant data on each 
student. Additionally she works with the clinical team to coordinate school services with outside 
therapeutic services and educational services to administer and analyze diagnostic tests.   
 
 
 
 
Figure 11. The role of the Director of Learning Support as an activity system 
 
 
 
Conflicts, Contradictions, and Learning within the Advisory System  
Conflict: Missing Academic Work 
 In Engeström’s (2015) activity system model, learning occurs when subjects negotiate a 
conflict between points on the activity system that is disruptive enough to influence a shift or 
change in how things are done or thought about. The advisory system meetings are designed with 
this intent. Advisors, teachers, clinical staff, and the Director of Learning Support come together 
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to discuss the progress and changing needs of each student at the school. They operate on the 
principle that each student has a unique combination of needs, and those needs can change in an 
instant. Those involved in the Feedback/ Support Team meeting loop run constant diagnostics on 
the needs of the students, the needs of the teachers, and the needs of the community. Their 
learning manifests in their ability to zoom in and out of each mediating factor that influences a 
situation to see what aspects contribute to positive student or community growth and should be 
allowed to continue, and what aspects contribute to negative student or community growth and 
should be adapted.  
 Above all, Janis and the advisors work to provide a base on which students can develop 
skills to be self-advocates regarding their learning. The most common barrier to student success 
is a student not completing his or her work. According to Castanea seniors, they feel that they 
have learned self-advocacy skills as they have learned how to ask for help, how to talk with 
teachers about how to make up work, and how to talk about the barriers they face when 
completing their work. The majority of the advisory system meetings are centered on how to 
better understand the skills that students need to be able to have these conversations.  
 All of the cases of students not completing their homework, assignments, or projects  that 
were discussed in the advisory system meetings fall into at least one of three categories: 1) 
missing work because of excused absence (e.g., death in family, hospitalization); 2) missing 
work because of reluctant, avoidant, or defiant behavior; or 3) missing work because of lack of 
ability either because of a learning difference or lack of prior knowledge.  
Contradiction: Developing and Maintaining Trust and Equity 
 No matter the reason for missing work, the response to dealing with the student is rooted 
in trust. The adults in the advisory meetings operate on a principle of trusting that students will 
do the work that they say they will do. When the students cannot complete the work, either 
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because of absence, illness, or lack of ability, the rules of Castanea’s relational, trust-based 
environment require alternative work options. Teachers need to trust that students will not 
manipulate this system, which does happen, and when it does, this conflict leads to learning how 
to best deal with that particular case of manipulation and how to encourage the student to avoid it 
in the future.   
 Trust is based on the more intangible rule of assuming positive intent. Positive intent 
causes conflicts within the advisory system because it requires that the adults truly believe that 
there is a way for each and every student to learn, but very often, students make choices that 
negatively influence their learning potential. In these discussions, there is a sense that setbacks, 
no matter how daunting, can all be overcome - the learning work for the advisor is figuring out 
how. When developing solutions for these conflicts, tension arises as the advisor attempts to 
maintain the student’s perspective. Advisors explain that this is particularly difficult when the 
they know that their advisee either: 1) does not feel like they have the self confidence to 
recognize their own strengths; 2) prioritizes other areas of their lives (family, friends, activities) 
over school work; or 3) does not have the proper coordination of academic services or support to 
help them manage their learning differences so that they can start thinking of their ability in an 
asset based way.  When the advisor engages in goal setting with the student, they often realize 
that students are faced with their own internal tension. For many of the students at Castanea, they 
have come from educational settings where they were not well known or trusted in the way that 
they are at Castanea. The fact that their teachers know and trust them to succeed is often a 
counter-narrative to what they have heard before about their own abilities and potential for 
success. Advisors often find that they have to coach students through a process of re-learning 
how to see themselves in this new light. Their strategies for doing so are goal setting, self-
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advocating, and self-care.  
 Advisors and the Director of Learning Support experience conflicts of interest when 
considering accommodations from a community perspective. Their goal is equitable treatment 
for all students. They realize that equity is different from equality, in that students who need 
more accommodations receive more, while students who do not need the accommodations often 
are left to work things out on their own because they have the ability to do so. While this may be 
equitable and meet the needs of all students involved, it often leaves the students who do not 
receive any extra support to feel as though they are being neglected, despite the fact that they do 
not need support to succeed. So while it is crucial to address the needs of each individual student, 
Janis and the advisors often discuss how each student interacts within a classroom. They play out 
hypothetical scenarios of how they will balance the needs of each individual student with the 
needs of the whole class - particularly when there is a disparity between students who are 
developmentally ready to be in class and learning, and those who have academic issues that 
prevent them from being ready to learn. One tool to help in this is Janis’ coordination with tutors 
and diagnosticians to align services, implement relevant accommodations, monitor student 
progress, and work with the student and parents to understand the accommodations and their role 
in improvement. Another is the advisor’s rapport and contact with other teachers to ensure that 
everyone is implementing the student’s accommodations in an appropriate manner.  
 Many teachers noted that the work of implementing appropriate, equitable 
accommodations often causes internal conflict. All advisors are teachers, and on one hand they 
are tasked with the educational success of all of the students in their classroom. On the other 
hand, their role as an advisor requires that they act as an advocate for their advisees. As 
advocates, advisors find themselves pushing for accommodations that are often difficult and time 
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consuming to implement. Moreover, they struggle to balance the boundary of being an effective 
teacher and being an effective advisor, particularly when an advisor teaches his or her advisees. 
 These conflicts at the intersection of subject and rules; subject and community; subject 
and division of labor; and subject and self manifest differently for both advisors and the Director 
of Learning Support, but nonetheless are still illustrative of the conflicts they each navigate 
through their role in the advisory system. Taken together, these conflicts highlight the larger 
contradiction of the difficulty those at the school face in balancing the needs of the individual 
with the needs of the community. This contradiction is not unique to Castanea. It is indicative of 
the conflict that progressive educators have been struggling to address since the early 1900’s 
(Bowers, 1964; Counts, 1932; Cremin, 1961; Dewey, 1916/2008). Because progressive 
education aims to teach the ‘whole child’ this underlying contradiction at Castanea is one that 
will never be resolved because the children at the school are constantly changing, bringing with 
them different needs that shape how the services at the school get mobilized. The majority of 
teachers and administrators at Castanea have been at the school for at least a decade. During their 
time at the school, they report that they have gotten more confident in being effective advocates 
for their advisees, but it is a constant learning process.  
 Thus, by analyzing the work, conflict, negotiation, and collaboration that go into the 
advisory system, it is evident to see the impact of the individual, the school culture and history of 
progressive philosophy on the overall advisory system. And while it may not be possible to solve 
the underlying contradiction inherent in balancing the needs of individual students with the needs 
of the overall school community, by understanding how these needs are experienced by 
individual students helps to add to the collective knowledge of the school and provides a space 
for the collaborative community to be open to expansive learning and transforming the practices 
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of the school as an ever-evolving organization. Thus, in this chapter I have shown how teachers 
(individually and as part collaborative communities) produce, reproduce, change, negotiate, 
interpret, and sustain democratic, progressive schooling through their work in the advisory 
system. In doing so, I have employed CHAT and Engeström’s (2009) third generation of activity 
systems to show how the advisors and Janis do the work they do, to illuminate a framework for 
understanding different organizational perspectives of teacher work as it pertains to student 
success. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 
“In a stable society, yesterday’s education, if it was well designed originally, will 
do for the citizens of tomorrow. But if a culture is undergoing radical change, the 
demands of the future cannot be clearly predicted, and a different kind 
of preparation is required. If the main thing we know about the future is that we do 
not know much about it, then the key responsibility of the educator is not to give 
young people tools that may be out of date before they have even been fully 
mastered, but to help them become confident and competent designers and makers 
of their own tools as they go along. The development of ‘learning to learn,’ … 
becomes of pre-eminent importance. … For a culture that is moving rapidly into a 
period of instability and uncertainty, and of increasing individual opportunity and 
responsibility for dealing with those demands, an imaginative reappraisal of 
methods and priorities becomes essential. If this challenge is ducked, the young 
will flounder” (Claxton, 1999, p. 23).   
  
 Claxon’s words, written nearly 20 years ago ring eerily true now. The changes of the last 
two decades have pushed US society in unimagined directions. Despite this, the majority of 
education policy and practice clings to traditions of memorization, learning a set curriculum of 
facts, and training students for job skills in practice now, despite the fact that the demands of 
employment are constantly changing. In 1916, John Dewey argued against an education system 
that relied on these three practices. One hundred years later these practices are still prevalent, and 
a reliance on them has compounded the impact of inequality in an already unequal education 
system (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Milner, 2012). 
 Progressive education, as explored in this study, is not a magic formula for fixing all 
educational problems; however, it provides a lens through which educators, administrators, 
researchers, and policy makers can understand that education does not have to be, in fact, should 
not be a static or monolithic phenomenon. Using the CES 10 common principles as a basis 
school design offers an alternative definition of educational success and for understanding and 
measuring a ‘good’ school (Sizer, 1989). A ‘good’ school, according to Sizer (1989) is one with 
a core of teachers and administrators who “feel collective responsibility for (the school), take its 
standards and its style seriously, and protect its reputation (because they) feel a sense of authority 
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and control over (their) own school… The school’s reputation rests squarely on their judgment 
and strength” (p. 1).  The ethnographic research outlined in this dissertation study is an analysis 
of the work that goes into structuring, fostering, and maintaining this kind of ‘good’ school. It is 
an attempt to understand how the school community goes about producing, reproducing, 
changing, negotiating, interpreting, and sustaining this work year after year.   
 In the first chapter, I laid the groundwork on which the study was built. In the second 
chapter, I provided an overview of relevant empirical and theoretical research to better situate the 
study. Chapter Three gave a detailed account of the methodological and analytical components 
of the study design. In Chapter Four, I described what progressive education means to the 
educators who practice it daily at Castanea. In Chapter Five I explored the structures at the 
school that allow them to attend to issues equity within a diverse community by balancing the 
needs of the individual with the needs of the community. Chapter Six extended a theoretical 
discussion of the process through which educators and administrators learn together as they 
negotiate the conflicts that arise with one another, with students, and with their school system. In 
this chapter, I offer a discussion of the implications of my findings. In particular I explain the 
relevance of my study as it pertains to its contribution to CES, CHAT, diversity in education, 
defining school success and becoming an ‘artisanal teacher’. In doing so, I explore the 
implication of my findings and offer recommendations for how it can inform progressive 
education philosophy as well as the work of teachers, administrators, and education policy 
makers. 
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Implications 
Contribution to CES 
 In December 2016, the Coalition of Essential Schools closed its doors as a national 
organization. In one of the final emails sent to CES members, George Wood, the Chair of the 
CES Board explained:  
The CES Common Principles that have guided the work of educators around the 
country will live on in so many ways. In practices like advisory, portfolios, 
exhibitions of learning, shared responsibility for all students, and so much more 
that we see in schools and reform organizations, the Common Principles live on. 
In the lives of young people and educators who have benefitted from school 
communities guided by these principles, the principles live on. And, most 
importantly, they live on in you--as they guide your habits of heart and mind in 
the work you do in the communities where you live. 
 
 The CES 10 Common Principles have shaped the culture of progressive education. 
Culture, according to Fabian, (2008) can be defined as the "contemporary practices of survival" 
(p. 16). Therefore, by studying the common principles as the mechanism through which 
progressive education has survived at Castanea, this study illuminates the work of progressive 
educators working within collaborative communities to preserve these principles. The principles 
have survived because they are woven into the culture of the school. In an article on the closing 
of CES, Poutiatine, (2017) notes that in an interview, Wood compared the common principles in 
school cultures “to the stamps on PCs that read Intel Inside. ‘And you don’t even know what the 
hell Intel is, right? But trust me, there’s so much going on in (education in) this country that 
should say, ‘CES Inside’” (para. 10). This study offers a glimpse into what ‘CES inside’ means 
at one school, and thus gives insight into how schools can incorporate the CES common 
principles into their philosophy, pedagogy, and school design. To do so requires the work of 
teachers and administrators who devote their time and professional expertise to building a 
community of educators that “extends beyond any one classroom, people who know the 
potentials and limitations of technical expertise and of humane judgment. One does not ‘design’ 
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such schools. Such schools, rather, grow, usually slowly and almost always painfully, as tough 
issues are met" (Sizer, 1997a, p. 45-6).  In this study, I have used the Cultural Historical Activity 
Theory, (CHAT) specifically the concept of expansive learning through activity systems as a 
way to understand the work of individuals at a school as they meet and work through ‘tough 
issues.’  
 These ‘tough issues’ are manifested in multiple conflicts at the school, as explained in 
Chapter Six. Taken together, all of these conflicts lay bare the underlying contradiction of the 
difficulty of balancing the needs of the individual with the community. This in depth study of 
such a contradiction has implications for teacher education policy in that it questions the role of a 
teacher as a siloed content expert. By bringing the whole faculty together to solve common 
problems through the advisory system, Castanea encourages teachers to be versed not only as 
experts in their own fields, but also as collaborative experts who understand the pedagogies and 
practices of their colleagues. Teaching for them is a constant balance of managing their 
individual classroom and curriculum and collaborating with other teachers. In this sense their 
experiences provide evidence for policy makers to conceptualize schools as knowledge 
organizations. Professionals who work in knowledge organizations recognize that even though 
they occupy highly specialized positions, they are interdependent on roles of others. Managers 
and leaders in these organizations provide time and space for employees to be aware of own role 
and roles of others in order to coordinate and collaborate with one another in ad hoc coordination 
of skill sets to solve common problems as they occur (Engeström, 2008a). Therefore teachers 
and teacher leaders must be fully prepared for the rigors of navigating not only their own 
classrooms and areas of subject expertise, but also the challenge of working with other experts in 
	 		 189	
order to provide a comprehensive learning environment that encourages the success of all of the 
students at the school.  
Contribution to CHAT 
 Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) has been established as an effective way to 
understand the learning, work, and change that go into school reform. Studies that have done so 
generally involve a researcher working with a school to introduce a change initiative, which the 
researcher then observes and monitors (see for example, Engeström, 2008a; Engeström, Y., 
Engeström, R., & Sunito, 2002; Sannino, 2008; Yamazumi, 2008). In this model, expansive 
learning is studied through discourse analysis of the interactions between educators as they 
negotiate the implementation of the change into their daily practices. While this study is 
informed by CHAT to understand and analyze the work and learning of teachers at Castanea, I 
did not follow the prescribed methodological model because it is not suited to understanding a 
sustained reform as daily practice at a school.  
 At Castanea, as I have shown, they have a well-established system of meetings to discuss 
and negotiate change as it occurs in real time. Woven throughout the advisory system loop of 
Feedback and Support Tem meetings are the CES 10 common principles, the heart of the 
comprehensive school reform that Castanea has been participating in since 1988. Instead of 
studying a change initiative that I designed and implemented, I have chosen to study a change 
initiative that was implemented nearly 30 years ago and has been sustained throughout that time. 
Because the advisory system meetings are such an established feature at the school, it was not 
relevant to study the implementation of the meetings themselves as a source of expansive 
learning. Instead, I chose to study the expansive learning that the advisors and the Director of 
Learning Support engaged in as they worked within the meeting framework. As I explained in 
Chapter Six, the object of this learning is to ensure that students have the support necessary to 
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succeed. This example of expansive learning is important to understand because it is at the crux 
of progressive education. Progressive educators have long struggled with providing schooling 
that balances the needs of individual students with the larger aim of educational equity, justice, 
and democracy for all students (Counts, 1932; Cremin, 1961; Sizer, 1984; Thinnes, 2016). So 
while the implementation of a change initiative was inappropriate for this study, the underlying 
theoretical significance of culture, history, and activity proved vital in piecing together the 
kaleidoscopic elements necessary to understand the work and learning of the advisors and the 
Director of Learning Support in the advisory system meetings at Castanea.   
 As Engeström (2008a) laid out in his methodological primer on using CHAT to study 
change initiatives at work, the primary tool for analyzing and understanding expansive learning 
is discourse analysis. Due to the sensitive and confidential nature of the student information 
discussed in the advisory system meetings, I was prohibited from audio recording the meetings. 
Without recordings and transcripts of the discourse in the meetings, I was unable to utilize 
discourse analysis as a methodological tool for this study. I do feel that my analysis may have 
been richer had I been able to employ discourse analysis. However, my field notes from these 
meetings are extremely detailed, and they span nearly a full school year. Also, due to the 
iterative nature of the advisory system meetings, these notes capture specific instances of conflict 
and contradiction from multiple perspectives over a sustained time period. Because of my 
position as a participant observer, I was also able to go into classes and advisories and watch the 
conflicting and contradictory elements that teachers were dealing with in real time to better 
understand and give further context to the discussions happening in the advisory system 
meetings. Furthermore, when I observed these instances in the classroom, I was often able to talk 
with the teachers immediately after the class and ask them clarifying questions about what I saw. 
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For these reasons, I believe that ethnography is a useful, yet underused research design for 
understanding expansive learning in context. 
Contribution to Diversity in Education 
 I began to design this study in the spring of 2014 after a two-week period of substituting 
at Castanea. At that point, I recognized that the school was a diverse place, but did not see a 
connection between the diversity of the students and the success of their progressive philosophy. 
In October 2015, Neal, Castanea’s Head of School, and I attended the Progressive Education 
Network biennial conference in New York City. The theme of the conference was: “Access, 
Equity, and Activism: Teaching the Possible.” The conference was designed as space for 
progressive educators to teach one another how they work to make their own schools and 
classrooms sites of equity and activism for all students (Gambone, in press). At this conference, I 
became aware of the contested nature of progressive schooling as providing an elite education 
primarily for students who can afford access to it. This awareness led me to investigate 
Castanea’s admissions policies and practices, as I explained in depth in Chapter Five. The 
administrators at the school are highly attuned to the benefits of having a diverse student body 
and actively work to bring in students from an array of different backgrounds. The admissions 
team defines diversity broadly as encompassing: race, ethnicity, religion, class, ability, gender, 
family structure, and former schooling experience. Since 2000, they have actively recruited 
students of color and students from low SES families.  
 During the 2015-2016 school year many events cropped up in mainstream media in the 
US that laid bare the institutional and structural racism in the American justice and political 
system. These events included an increase in the coverage of police brutality toward African 
Americans, which led to, among other things, the unrest in Ferguson, Missouri. This occurred in 
2014, but the Black Lives Matter demonstrations and other incidences of police brutality rippled 
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through the following school year. Additionally, throughout the presidential primary elections, 
Donald Trump’s rhetoric brought a deep-seated vein of racism that had previously gone 
unnoticed by the majority of White liberal Americans to the forefront of his political campaign.  
The Perspectives Committee, a strong core of mostly African American activist students at 
Castanea worked to make sure that these events were noticed and addressed by their majority 
White teachers. For support in doing so, in March 2016 these teachers formed the Adult 
Perspectives Committee as a grassroots support group for helping one another as they worked 
through strategies to have difficult conversations about race, racism, and privilege at the school 
and in the society. As I reflected on and analyzed my participant observation data from these 
meetings, I realized that my own perspective as a White liberal American had shifted as I 
became more aware of my privileged place in the US cultural landscape. Watching myself, and 
other educators undergo this shift has led me to realize the need for policy that shapes teacher 
education and school leadership to recognize the significance of race and racial injustices in the 
US education system by actively seeking to deconstruct colorblind educational rhetoric 
(Castagno, 2014; Wells, 2014).  
 Policies at the national, state, and school level must support pre-service and in-service 
teachers to discover and communicate their own racial biases, normalize discussions about race 
in the classroom, purposefully study racially diverse authors who write about race, and actively 
push back against the notion that schools should be a ‘color blind’ space (Ladson-Billings, 
1995). Schooling in the United States is rooted in a history of racial inequity, and only by 
educating teachers about this inequity and providing time and training to understand this history 
can educators be better equipped to begin to make schools more equitable places where minority 
voices are heard and valued.   
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 At Castanea, the teachers in the Adult Perspectives Committee realized this and came 
together to create a grass-roots space to educate one another. The school was open to the creation 
of this committee and receptive to the teachers needs. Many administrators also participated in 
the Adult Perspectives Committee, and this led to a race-based training in-service to recognize 
and talk about Whiteness as a racial category in the following school year. The work toward 
education equity at Castanea is not perfect, and is far from being complete, but this study offers 
insight into how one school recognizes and embraces the difficulty and the struggle of having a 
diverse student body. In doing so, the majority-White teachers and administrators encourage and 
support one another to think like transformative intellectuals by raising their awareness of the 
role of education and educators in understanding “the relationships and forces that influence their 
students outside of the immediate context of the classroom" (Giroux & McLaren, 1986, p. 236). 
 One way for teacher education policy to realize a more equitable approach to education is 
through recognizing that there are a broad array of educational pedagogies and philosophies in 
practice. Among these is progressive philosophy. Progressive schools have been critiqued for 
being elite since the early 1900’s. One way to make pre-service teachers more aware of diverse 
educational perspectives and simultaneously make progressive philosophy available to more 
students is through a re-design of student teacher practicums. Encouraging pre-service teachers 
to work with teachers who hold diverse pedagogical beliefs provides these novice teachers with a 
broader understanding of approaches to educational problems. Only by understanding the 
complexity of problems and multiple existing approaches can new educators work to break free 
from conventional, inequitable educational ideology and to envision new solutions to pernicious, 
perennial problems in education.  
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Contributions toward Defining School and Student Success 
 National, state, and school level policies shape how teachers and students view success 
and ability. At Castanea, because of their commitment to the CES 10 Common principles, 
teachers and administrators conceptualize success differently than in more traditional educational 
settings. They do not measure success by academic testing, nor do they define it by comparing 
and ranking students. Their specific markers for defining success are progressive in nature. 
Teachers assess students’ work by comparing it to their previous efforts. Through regular 
interaction with advisors and the Director of Learning Support, teachers work to design 
assignments that are personalized and differentiated to meet the interests and learning profile of 
individual students, while at the same time allowing them to demonstrate that they are meeting 
curricular goals. Teachers act as coaches to help students grow, learn, and demonstrate progress. 
The goals of the school apply to all students, and teachers, advisors, and students work in 
collaboration with one another to determine how students will demonstrate that they have met 
the goals.  
 Many of the students who come to Castanea have had difficulty demonstrating 
educational success in other school settings. As outlined in Chapter Five, the trust-based, 
relational atmosphere at the school, along with a conscious effort by teachers to assume positive 
intent is a new experience for these students. Teachers and administrators attribute the success of 
their students (defined by the fact that 80-90% of each graduating class goes on to higher 
education) to the personalized care work that they put into understanding what each student 
needs to demonstrate learning and growth. Students are able to succeed in this way despite not 
having succeeded in more traditional settings. This success is due in part to the close 
relationships and trust. When teachers and administrators build trusting relationships with 
students, their goal is to deconstruct the negative labels that students entered the school. It is 
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these negative labels that keep the students from better understanding themselves as capable 
learners, even if their learning style is different from their peers. The policy changes 
implemented during the CES/Re:Learning reform movement valued such differences in learning 
as individual strengths. Since then, the educational policy has pushed a more standardized 
agenda for curriculum and testing. In this environment, different ways of thinking, ones that are 
not easily measured through standardized tests, have come to be seen as ‘special needs’. By 
analyzing the work that teachers and administrators do within the advisory system, this study 
provides a description of how schools can push back against the labels that have been placed on 
students. By rethinking labels, teachers and schools can help students to better understand their 
own strengths, and therefore see how they can best function within a larger community of 
learners.  
 From my findings, I recommend that more research be done into how and why students 
get labeled with ‘special’ or ‘learning’ needs, and how those labels impact the way students are 
seen and treated by teachers. These policies shape how teachers are expected to engage with 
students, and therefore how students come to understand their own identity as a learner. Through 
the advisory system, teachers and advisors work to reject negative labels, while at the same time 
honor student needs. The goal of the advisory system is to help students to develop successful 
strategies for interacting and learning with the norms of the school. As such, it can inform the 
ways in which pre-service teachers learn to approach student learning differences and the ways 
in which administrators learn to shape school level policies around goal setting for all students.  
On Becoming an ‘Artisanal Teacher’ 
 When asked to talk about working in a school that operates on the fundamental beliefs of 
trust and positive intent, Castanea teachers feel that the relational nature of the school opens up a 
space for them to be ‘artisanal teachers.’ They defined artisanal teaching as the professional 
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flexibility to construct a dynamic, successful learning environment that is responsive to their 
students’ needs both as individual learners, and as members of a classroom community. They 
feel this happens because the administration, parents, and students trust them to employ their 
judgment as professionals. 
 Teaching and learning are highly individual processes. Every teacher and every student 
have unique ways of sharing and processing information. In a school context that encourages 
artisanal teaching, educators are treated as professionals who know their subject matter and their 
students: professionals who are fluent in both the art and the science of teaching. Artisanal 
teachers design learning environments where students are encouraged to engage with the tools 
they will need to grow as individuals within a democratic society. In this type of school 
environment, administrators and parents trust that teachers have the capacity and desire to shape 
such a learning space and accordingly provide them the latitude to do so. Artisanal teachers 
approach their work with a lens of creative problem solving. Always looking for ways to 
improve their practice and reach each child where they are, these teachers work both 
independently and collaboratively engage students in active, inquiry-based, critical thinking 
about their lives and the lives of those around them.  
 The school philosophy, the advisory system structure, and the fact that Castanea is an 
independent school lead to the teachers being afforded considerable professional freedom and 
latitude. That freedom carries with it the added responsibility and work of creating their own 
curricula and teaching materials. Because Castanea teachers feel trusted from all sides; though, 
they feel more confident expanding their teaching ‘tool kit’ to include more innovative solutions 
to help students enhance their learning. As one teacher explained: 
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I think I am more of an expert on my curriculum because I have created it almost 
entirely from scratch, and I created it on-site, in relationship with specific 
students. Castanea has asked me to identify and focus on skills, but never dictated 
how I should accomplish that. This freedom is very intellectually exciting. 
 
Such autonomy in Castanea’s work culture "constitutes a realm of action that in part provides 
both strength and the possibility of transformative activity" (Apple, 1995, p. 70) because teachers 
have a sense of ownership over and appreciation for the meaningful work they do.  
 Castanea's advisory system encourages teachers to know their students as well as they 
know their curriculum. Educators who understand both their curriculum and their students 
equally well are better able to use the pedagogical tools at their disposal to highlight the 
relevance and connection between the curriculum and the students’ own lives. In doing so, 
teachers act with a sense of transformative agency, which Engeström (2015) defined as, 
“breaking away from the given frame of action and taking the initiative to transform it” (p. xxiii). 
Artisan teachers are constantly learning. They view their students as an ever-changing subject 
matter. Working with curriculum and students as their medium, artisan teachers design learning 
opportunities so that all students can understand their individual approaches to learning, which 
makes them more self-reliant and self-aware of the world around them and their place in it. 
Viewing teaching through the lens of an artisan raises awareness to the role of education in the 
larger picture of students’ lives and encourages Castanea teachers to attend to larger issues of 
democracy, equity, and social justice. 	  
	 		 198	
List of References 
Addams, J. (1902/2005). Democracy and social ethics. Retrieved from 
http://www.gutenberg.net/1/5/4/8/15487/  
 
Antonio, A., Chang, M., Hakuta, K., Kenny, D., Levin, S., & Milem, J. (2004). Effects of Racial 
Diversity on Complex Thinking in College Students. Psychological Science, 15(8), 507-510.  
 
Apple, M. (1995). Education and Power Second Edition. New York: Routledge. 
 
Apple, M. & Beane, J. (2007). The case for democratic schools. In M. Apple, Beane, J. (Ed.), 
Democratic Schools: Lessons in Powerful Education (2nd ed.). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
 
Asante, M. (2013). Buck. New York: Random House. 
 
Bagnall, N. (2005). Vocational Education Versus Liberal/ General Education. In N. Bagnall (Ed.), Youth 
Transition in a Globalised Marketplace (pp. 17-38). New York: Nova Science Publishers. 
 
Baxter, N. (2016). Assessment of college preparedness utilizing the graduation by exhibition process at 
The (Castanea) School. (Doctor of Education), Wilmington University, Wilmington, DE.    
 
Benaquisto, L. (2008). Codes and Coding. In L. Given (Ed.), The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative 
Research Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
 
Bowers, C. (1964). The social frontier journal: A historical sketch. History of Education Society, 4(3), 
167-180.  
 
Brown, J., Collins, A., Duguid, P. (1989). Situated cognition and the culture of learning. Educational 
Researcher, 18(1), 10.  
 
Bruce, B. & Eryaman, M. (2015). Introduction: The progressive impulse in education. In M. Eryaman & 
B. Bruce (Ed.), International handbook of progressive education New York, NY: Peter Lang.  
 
Burton, F., Collaros, C., Eirich, J. (2013). Co-Creating a Progressive School: The Power of the Group. 
International Journal of Progressive Education, 9(1), 97-108.  
 
Castagno, A. (2014). Educated in Whiteness: Good intentions and diversity in schools. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press. 
 
CCSSO, Council of Chief State School Officers. (2011). Interstate teacher assessment and support 
consortium (InTASC) model core teaching standards: A resource for state dialogue. Retrieved 
from Washington, DC:  
Chang, M. (2002). Preservation or Transformation: Where's the real educational discourse on diversity? 
The Review of Higher Education, 25(2), 125-140.  
 
Clarke, A. (2003). Situational Analyses: Grounded theory mapping after the postmodern turn. Symbolic 
Interaction, 26(4), 553-576.  
	 		 199	
 
Coburn, C. (2003). Rethinking Scale: Moving beyond numbers to deep and lasting change. Educational 
Researcher, 32(6), 3-12.  
 
Coburn, C., Russell, J, Heath Kaufman, J, & Stein, M. (2012). Supporting sustainability: Teachers' 
advice networks and ambitious instructional reform. American Journal of Education, 119, 137-
182.  
 
Counts, G. (1932). Dare progressive education be progressive? Progressive Education, 9(4), 257-263.  
 
Cremin, L. (1961). The transformation of the school: Progressivism in American education, 1876-1957. 
New York, NY: Knopf. 
 
Creswell, J. (2012). Educational Research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative and 
qualitative research (Vol. 4th). Boston: Pearson. 
 
Creswell, J. & Miller, D. (2000). Determining validity in qualitative inquiry. Theory into Practice, 
39(3), 124-130.  
 
Cunitz, D., Narva, S., Baxter, N. (2011). Progressive Education: The advisory program: Castanea 
Publishing. 
 
Darling-Hammond, L. (2013). Inequality and school resources: What will it take to close the opportunity 
gap? In P. Carter & K. Welner (Ed.), Closing the Opportunity Gap: What America must do to 
give every child a chance. New York: Oxford. 
 
Datnow, A. (2002). Can we transplant educational reform, and does it last? Journal of Educational 
Change, 3, 215-239.  
 
Datnow, A. (2012). Teacher agency in educational reform: Lesson from social networks research. 
American Journal of Education, 119, 193-201.  
 
Davies, C. (1999). Reflexivity and ethnographic research Reflexive Ethnography: A guide to researching 
selves and others (2 ed., pp. 4-27). New York: Routledge. 
 
Davies, K.; Tropp, L., Aron, A.; Pettigrew, T.; Wright, S. (2011). Cross-group friendships and 
intergroup attitudes: A meta-analytic review. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 15(4), 
332-351.  
 
Dewey, J. (1916/ 2008). Democracy and Education an Educational Classic. Radford, VA: Wilder 
Publications. 
 
ECS, Education Commission of the States. (1997). From schoolhouse to statehouse: Re:Learning 1988-
1995. Retrieved from Denver, CO:  
 
 
	 		 200	
EdBuild. (2016). Fault lines: America's most segregating school district borders. Retrieved from 
https://s3.amazonaws.com/edbuild-public-data/data/fault+lines/EdBuild-Fault-Lines-2016.pdf 
 
Ellström, P. (2011). Informal learning at work: Conditions, processes, and logics. In L. Cairns M. 
Malloch, K. Evans, B. O'Connor (Ed.), Sage handbook of workplace learning (pp. 105-119). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
 
Engel, B.; Martin, A. (2005). Holding values: What we mean by progressive education. Portsmouth, 
NH: Heinemann. 
 
Engeström, Y., Engeström, R., Suntio, A. (2002). Can a school community learn to master its own 
future? An activity-theoretical study of expansive learning among middle school teachers. In G. 
Wells & G. Claxton (Ed.), Learning for Life in the 21st Century. Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishers, Ltd. 
 
Engeström, Y. (2008a). From teams to knots: Activity-Theoretical studies of collaboration and learning 
at work. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Engeström, Y. (2008b). Weaving the texture of school change. Journal of Educational Change, 9, 379-
383.  
 
Engeström, Y. (2009). Expansive learning: Toward an activity-theoretical reconceptualization. In K. 
Illeris (Ed.), Contemporary theories of learning:Learning theorists... in their own words. New 
York: Routledge. 
 
Engeström, Y. (2011). Activity theory and learning at work. In L. Cairns M. Malloch, K. Evans, B. 
O'Connor (Ed.), Sage handbook of workplace learning (pp. 86-104). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 
Publications. 
 
Engeström, Y. (2015). Learning by expanding: An activity-theoretical approach to developmental 
research. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Fabian, J. (2008). Ethnography as commentary: Writing from the virtual archive: Duke University 
Press. 
 
Fallace, T. (2010). Was John Dewey ethnocentric? Reevaluating the philosopher’s early views on 
culture and race. Educational Researcher, 36(6), 471-477.  
 
Finnigan, K. & Daly, A. (2012). Mind the gap: Organizational learning and improvement in an 
underperforming urban system. American Journal of Education, 119, 41-71.  
 
Ford, K. (2012). Shifting white ideological scripts: The educational benefits of inter- and intraracial 
curricular dialogues on the experiences of white college students. Journal of Diversity in Higher 
Education, 5(3), 138-158.  
 
 
	 		 201	
Ford, K. & Malaney, V. (2012). "I now harbor more pride in my race: ' The educational benefits of inter- 
and intraracial dialogues on the experiences of students of color and multiracial students. Equity 
& Excellence in Education, 45(1), 14-35.  
 
Ford, K. & Orlandella, J. (2015). The 'not so final remark': The journey to becoming white allies. 
Sociology of Race and Ethnicity, 1(2), 287-301.  
 
Freeman, J., Simonsen, B., McCoach, D. B., Sugai, G., Lombardi, A., & Horner, R. (2015). An analysis 
of the relationship between implementation of school-wide positive behavior interventions and 
supports and high school dropout rates. The High School Journal, 98(4), 290-315.  
 
Freire, P. (1970/2012). Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Vol. 30th Anniversary Edition). New York: 
Bloomsbury. 
 
Fuller, A., & Unwin, L. (2011). Workplace learning and the organization. In L. Cairns M. Malloch, K. 
Evans, B. O'Connor (Ed.), Sage handbook of workplace learning. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
 
Gambone, M. (In press). Teaching the possible: Justice-oriented professional development for 
progressive educators. Brock Education Journal.  
 
Gerstein, A. (1997). Democracy and equity in school reform. Presented at the Coalition of Essential 
Schools Fall Forum. San Francisco, CA. 
 
Giroux, H. (2005). Schooling and the struggle for public life: Democracy's promise and education's 
challenge (2nd ed.). Boulder, CO: Paradigm. 
 
Giroux, H. & McLaren, P. (1986). Teacher education and the politics of engagement: The case for 
democratic schooling. Harvard Educational Review, 56(3), 213-238.  
 
Gold, R. (1958). Roles in sociological field observations. Social Forces, 36(3), 217-223.  
 
Gross, S., Poliner-Shapiro, J. (2016). Democratic ethical educational leadership: Reclaiming school 
reform. New York, NY: Routledge. 
 
Gurin, P., Dey, E., Gurin, G., Hurtado, S. (2002). Diversity and higher education: Theory and impact on 
educational outcomes. Harvard Education Review, 72(3), 330-366. 
 
Gurin, P., Dey, E., Gurin, G., Hurtado, S. (2003). How does racial/ethnic diversity promote education? 
Western Journal of Black Studies, 27(1), 20 - 29.  
 
Gurin-Sands, C., Gurin, P., Nagda, B., Osuna, S. (2012). Fostering a commitment to social action: How 
talking, thinking, and feeling make a difference in intergroup dialogue. Equity & Excellence in 
Education, 45(1), 60-79.  
 
Hammersley, M. (2006). Ethnography: Problems and prospects. Ethnography & Education, 1(1).  
 
	 		 202	
Hatch, J. (2002). Doing qualitative research in education settings: State University of New York Press. 
 
Hill, D., Stumbo, C., Paliokas, K., Hansen, D., & McWalters, P. (2010). State policy implications of the 
Model Core Teaching Standards (InTASC Draft Discussion Document). Retrieved from 
Washington, DC:  
 
Hurtado, S. & Deangelo, L. (2012). Linking diversity and civic-minded practices with student outcomes: 
New evidence from national surveys. Liberal Education, 14-23.  
 
Jackson, L. (2008). Dialogic pedagogy for social justice: A critical examination. Studies in Philosophy 
and Education, 27, 137-148.  
 
Khan, S. (2011). Privilege: The making of an adolescent elite at St. Paul's School: Princeton University 
Press. 
 
Kliebard, Herbert. (1995). The struggle for the American curriculum1893 - 1958 (2nd ed.). New York: 
Routledge. 
 
Kohn, A. (2008). EDUCATION PROGRESSIVE. Independent School, 67(3), 18-30.  
 
Kurlaender, M. & Yun, J. (2007). Measuring school racial composition and student outcomes in a 
multiracial society. American Journal of Education, 111(2), 213-242.  
 
Labaree, D. (1997). Public goods private goods: The American struggle over educational goals. 
American Education Research Journal, 3(1), 39-81.  
 
Labaree, D. (2005). Progressivism, schools and schools of education: An American romance. 
Paedagogica Historica, 41(1 & 2), 275-288.  
 
Ladson-Billings, G. (1995). But that's just good teaching! The case for culturally relevant pedagogy. 
Theory into Practice, 34(3), 159-165.  
 
Lareau, A. (2011). Unequal childhoods: class, race, and family life (2nd ed.). Los Angeles: University 
of California Press. 
 
Little, T. (2013). 21st Century Learning and Progressive Education: An Intersection. International 
Journal of Progressive Education, 9(1), 84-96.  
 
Little, T. & Ellison, K. (2015). Loving learning: How progressive education can save America's schools 
New York, NY: W. W. Norton & Company. 
 
Louis, K. (1994). Beyond 'managed change': Rethinking how schools improve. School Effectiveness and 
School Improvement: An International Journal of Research, Policy, and Practice, 5(1), 2.  
 
Maxwell, J. (2013). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: SAGE. 
	 		 203	
 
McKechnie, L. (2008). Participant observation. In L. Given (Ed.), The sage encyclopedia of qualitative 
research methods (pp. 599-600). Thousand oaks: SAGE. 
 
McQuillan, P. & Muncey, D. (1994). 'Change takes time:' A look at the growth and development of the 
coalition of essential schools. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 26(3), 265-279.  
 
Meier, D. (1997). Schooling and the 'crisis of relationships.' Presented at the Coalition of Essential 
Schools Fall Forum. San Francisco, CA. 
 
Meier, D. (2002). In schools we trust: Creating communities of learning in an era of testing and 
standardization. Boston, Mass: Beacon. 
 
Miles, M., Huberman, M., & Saldaña, J. (2014). Qualitative data analysis: A methods sourcebook. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
 
Miles, M. & Huberman, M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
 
Milner, R. (2012). Start where you are, but don't stay there: Understanding diversity, opportunity gaps, 
and teaching in today's classrooms. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
 
Moll, L., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of knowledge for teaching: Using a 
qualitative approach to connect homes and classrooms. Theory into Practice, 31(2), 132-141.  
 
Muncey, D. & McQuillan, P. (1996). Reform and Resistance in Schools and Classrooms. New Haven: 
Yale University Press. 
 
Nagda, B. (2003). Transformative pedagogy for democracy and social justice. Race, ethnicity, and 
education, 6(2), 165-191.  
 
Nager, N. & Shapiro, E. (2007). A progressive approach to the education of teachers: Some principles 
from Bank Street College of Education. Bank Street College of Education Occasional Paper 
Series, 18, 3-44.  
 
Ohanian, S. (1999). One size fits few: The folly of educational standards. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
 
Orefield, G. (2013). Housing segregation produces unequal schools: Causes and solutions. In P. Carter 
& K. Welner (Ed.), Closing the opportunity gap: What America must do to give every child an 
even chance (pp. 40-60). New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Ortner, S. (2006). Anthropology and social theory: Culture, power, and the acting subject. Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press. 
 
Owens, A. (2016). Inequality in children's contexts: Income segregation of households with and without 
children. American Sociological Review, 81(3), 549-574.  
	 		 204	
 
Payne, C., Kaba, M. (2007). So much reform, so little change: Building-level obstacles to urban school 
reform. Social Policy, 37(4), 30-37.  
 
Pecore, J. & Bruce, B. (2013). Editorial for Progressive Education: Antecedents of Educating for 
Democracy. International Journal of Progressive Education, 9(1), 10-13.  
 
Poutiatine, P. (2017). A farewell to the coalition of essential schools: Celebrating the impact and 
influence of CES—with the people who knew it best. Edutopia. 
https://www.edutopia.org/article/farewell-coalition-essential-schools-peter-poutiatine 
 
Read, S. (2013). The Educators and the Curriculum: Stories of Progressive Education in the 21st 
Century. International Journal of Progressive Education, 9(3), 107-123.  
 
Robinson, A. & Stern, S. (1997). Corporate creativity: How innovation and improvement actually 
happen. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 
 
Robinson, K. & Aronica, L. (2015). Creative schools: The grassroots revolution that's transforming 
education. New York, NY: Viking. 
 
Saldaña, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE. 
 
Sannino, A. (2008). Sustaining a non-dominant activity in school: Only a utopia? Journal of 
Educational Change, 9, 329-338.  
 
Sannino, A., Daniels, H., Gutiérrez, K. (2009). Activity theory between historical engagement and 
future-making practice. In A. Sannino, Daniels, H., Gutiérrez, K. (Ed.), Learning and expanding 
with activity theory. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Sannino, A. & Nocon, H. (2008). Introduction: Activity theory and school innovation. Journal of 
Educational Change, 9, 325-328.  
 
Schensul, J. (2008). Documents. In L. Given (Ed.), The SAGE encyclopedia of qualitative research 
methods (pp. 233). Thousand Oaks: SAGE. 
 
Sfard, A. (1998). On two metaphors for learning and the dangers of choosing just one. American 
Education Research Association, 27(2), 9.  
 
Sizer, T. (1984). Horace's compromise: The dilemma of the American high school. Harcourt: Houghton 
Mifflin. 
 
Sizer, T. (1989). Diverse practice, shared ideas: The essential school. In H. Walberg & J. Lane. (Ed.), 
Organizing for learning: Toward the 21st century. Reston, VA: National Association of 
Secondary School Principals. 
 
	 		 205	
Sizer, T. (1997a). Horace's school: Redesigning the American high school. New York: Houghton 
Mifflin. 
 
Sizer, T. (1997b). Keynote Address. Presented at the Coalition of Essential Schools Fall Forum. San 
Francisco, CA. 
 
Sizer, T. (ND). The Coalition of Essential Schools common principles.   Retrieved from 
http://essentialschools.org/common-principles/ 
 
Spillane, J. & Kim, C. (2012). An exploratory analysis of formal school leaders' positioning  in 
instructional advice and information networks in elementary schools American Journal of 
Education, 110, 73 - 102.  
 
Taylor, D. (1994). Adventures on AUTHOR's island: And other essays on education. Portland, OR: Left 
Bank Press. 
 
Thinnes, C. (2015). Progressive education has a race problem (Part 1).  Retrieved from 
http://chris.thinnes.me/?p=2480 
 
Van Maanen, J. (2011). Tales from the field: On writing ethnography. University of Chicago Press. 
 
Wells, A., Holme, J., Atanda, A., & Revilla, A. (2005). Tackling racial segregation one policy at a time: 
Why school desegregation only went so far. Teachers College Record, 107(9), 2141- 2177.  
 
Wells, A., Holme, J., Atanda, A., & Revilla, A. (2009). Both sides now: The story of school 
desegregation's graduates. Los Angeles: University of California Press. 
 
Wells, A. (2014). Seeing past the 'color-blind' myth of education policy: Addressing racial and ethnic 
inequality and supporting culturally diverse schools. Education Digest, 38-41.  
 
Wells, A., Fox, L., Cordova-Cobo, D. (2016). How racially diverse schools and classrooms can benefit 
all students. Retrieved from https://tcf.org/content/report/how-racially-diverse-schools-and-
classrooms-can-benefit-all-students/ 
 
Wells, G & Claxton, G. (2002). Introduction: Sociocultural perspectives on the future of education. In 
G. & Claxton Wells, G. (Ed.), Learning for life in the 21st century (pp. 1-19). Malden, MA: 
Blackwell Publishers. 
 
Welner, K. & Carter, P. (2013). Achievement gaps arise from opportunity gaps. In K. P. Carter & 
Welner (Ed.), Closing the opportunity gap: What America must do to give every child an even 
chance (pp. 1-10). New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Westheimer, J. & Kahne, J. (2004). What kind of citizen? The politics of educating for democracy. 
American Education Research Association, 41(2), 237-260.  
 
Wolcott, H. (2008). Ethnography: A way of seeing (2nd ed.). New York: AltaMira Press. 
	 		 206	
 
Wolf, M. (1992). A thrice-told tale: Feminism, postmodernism, and ethnographic responsibility: 
Stanford University Press. 
 
Wong, J. (2006). Control and professional development: Are teachers being deskilled or reskilled within 
the context of decentralization. Educational Studies, 32(1), 17-37.  
 
Yamazumi, K. (2008). A hybrid activity system as educational innovation. Journal of Educational 
Change, 9, 365-373.  
 
Yosso, T. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community cultural 
wealth. Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69-91.  
  
	 		 207	
Appendix A: 10 CES Common Principles 				
1. Learning to use one’s mind well. The school should focus on helping young people learn 
to use their minds well. Schools should not be ‘comprehensive’ if such a claim is made at 
the expense of the school’s central intellectual purpose.  
2. Less is more: depth over coverage. The school’s goals should be simple: that each student 
master a limited number of essential skills and areas of knowledge. While these skills and 
areas will, to varying degrees, reflect the traditional academic disciplines, the program’s 
design should be shaped by the intellectual and imaginative powers and competencies 
that the students need, rather than by “subjects” as conventionally defined. The aphorism 
“less is more” should dominate: curricular decisions should be guided by the aim of 
thorough student mastery and achievement rather than by an effort to merely cover 
content. 
3. Goals apply to all students. The school’s goals should apply to all students, while the 
means to these goals will vary as those students themselves vary. School practice should 
be tailor-made to meet the needs of every group or class of students. 
4. Personalization. Teaching and learning should be personalized to the maximum feasible 
extent. Efforts should be directed toward a goal that no teacher have direct responsibility 
for more than 80 students in the high school and middle school and no more than 20 in 
the elementary school. To capitalize on this personalization, decisions about the details of 
the course of study, the use of students’ and teachers’ time and the choice of teaching 
materials and specific pedagogies must be unreservedly placed in the hands of the 
principal and staff. 
5. Student-as-worker, teacher-as-coach. The governing practical metaphor of the school 
should be “student-as-worker”, rather than the more familiar metaphor of “teacher as 
deliverer of instructional services.” Accordingly, a prominent pedagogy will be coaching 
students to learn how to learn and thus to teach themselves. 
6. Demonstration of mastery. Teaching & learning should be documented & assessed with 
tools based on student performance of real tasks. Students not yet at appropriate levels of 
competence should be provided intensive support & resources to assist them quickly to 
meet those standards. Multiple forms of evidence, ranging from ongoing observation of 
the learner to completion of specific projects, should be used to better understand the 
learner’s strengths & needs, & to plan for further assistance. Students should have 
opportunities to exhibit their expertise before family & community. The diploma should 
be awarded upon a successful final demonstration of mastery for graduation - an 
“Exhibition.” As the diploma is awarded when earned, the school’s program proceeds 
with no strict age grading & with no system of “credits earned” by “time spent” in class. 
7. A tone of decency and trust. The tone of the school should explicitly and self-consciously 
stress values of unanxious expectation, of trust, and of decency (fairness, generosity, and 
tolerance). Incentives appropriate to the school’s particular students and teachers should 
be emphasized. Families should be key collaborators and vital members of the school 
community. 
	 		 208	
8. Commitment to the entire school. The principal and teachers should perceive themselves 
as generalists first (teachers and scholars in general education) and specialists second 
(experts in but one particular discipline). Staff should expect multiple obligations 
(teacher-counselor-manager) and demonstrate a sense of commitment to the entire 
school. 
9. Resources dedicated to teaching and learning. Ultimate administrative and budget targets 
should include student loads that promote personalization, substantial time for collective 
planning by teachers, competitive salaries for staff, and an ultimate per-pupil cost not to 
exceed that at traditional schools by more than 10 percent. To accomplish this, 
administrative plans may have to show the phased reduction or elimination of some 
services now provided to students in many schools. 
10. Democracy and equity. The school should demonstrate non-discriminatory and inclusive 
policies, practices, and pedagogies. It should model democratic practices that involve all 
who are directly affected by the school. The school should honor diversity and build on 
the strength of its communities, deliberately and explicitly challenging all forms of 
inequity. 
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Appendix B: Six Tenets of Progressive Education 				
1. Attention to children’s emotions as well as their intellects; 
2. Reliance on students interests to guide their learning; 
3. Curtailment or outright bans on testing, grading, and ranking; 
4. Involvement of students in real-world endeavors, ranging from going on field trips to 
managing a farm. 
5. The study of topics in an integrated way, from a variety of different disciplines; and not 
least,  
6. Support for children to develop a sense of social justice and become active participants in 
America’s democracy (Little & Ellison, 2015, p. 52).  
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